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The American photographer Ansel Adams is well-known for his stunning landscapes of the 
American West, his efforts to establish photography as a fine art, and his dedication to 
environmental conservation. Often omitted from the photographer’s legacy is his extensive work 
with portraiture, his struggles to articulate photography’s social and political potentials, and his 
close alliances with commercial and state institutions. This dissertation adds nuance to the 
photographer’s legacy by examining the well-known as well as the overlooked aspects of Adams’s 
practice within four photobooks produced between 1940 and 1960—Born Free and Equal: The 
Story of Loyal Japanese Americans (1944), My Camera in the National Parks (1950), The Islands 
of Hawaii (1958), and Progress Report (unpublished). These photobooks originate from diverse 
circumstances, from war-time documentary projects to independent creative expression to 
commercial commissions. Yet, paying particular attention to how these books engage debates 
around race and citizenship in the United States, I argue they all relate to Adams’s broader project 
of “True Americanism:” a concerted effort on the part of the photographer to visualize and shape 
American identity along the lines of whiteness.  
Expertly employing the format of the photobook to advance his concept of “True 
Americanism,” Adams redefined the imagined racial and geographic boundaries of the nation for 
a primarily white audience in the mid-twentieth century. Through projects dedicated to the 
internment of Japanese Americans during World War II, the social and political value of the 
national parks, a postwar bid for Hawaiian statehood, and the topic of African-American 
education, Adams participated in a process of race making within new frameworks of racial 
liberalism and liberal multiculturalism that both challenged and reinforced the racial status quo. 
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Ultimately, however, Adams’s projects reaffirm racial hierarchies of power and value within U.S. 
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Introduction: “True Americanism” 
 
As Ansel Adams began compiling a book of photographs documenting the internment of 
Japanese Americans in 1943, he wrote to his close friend and colleague Nancy Newhall 
reflecting on the significance of the project at hand: “The object of the pictures is to clarify the 
distinction of the loyal citizens of Japanese ancestry, and the dis-loyal [sic] Japanese citizens and 
aliens […] In effect these pictures imply a test of true Americanism and suggest an approach to 
treatments of other minority groups.”1 Adams’s work at Manzanar Relocation Center would 
appear the following year under the title Born Free and Equal: The Story of Loyal Japanese 
Americans, and it would precede a handful of projects undertaken by Adams in the 1940s and 
1950s related to the idea of Americanism and its entwined concepts of nation, race, and 
citizenship. After documenting Japanese incarceration during WWII, Adams embarked on a 
Guggenheim-supported project to photograph the national parks and monuments of the United 
States in 1947 just as Cold War conservatism was flaring up. Around the same time, he began 
developing plans for a photobook on the theme of African-American education and social 
advancement. His Guggenheim project would take him to the U.S. territories of Alaska and 
Hawai’i just as postwar statehood bills for their admission into the United States appeared before 
Congress, and he would return to Hawai’i a decade later to photograph the Islands’ residents and 
industries as the protracted campaign for statehood was drawing to a close. Throughout all of 
this, Adams’s project on African-American education would come in and out of focus, inflected 
                                               
1 Ansel Adams to Nancy Newhall, 1943, in Ansel Adams: Letters and Images, 1916–1984, ed. 




by McCarthyism, the landmark ruling to desegregate public schools in Brown v. The Board of 
Education (1954), and a nascent civil rights movement.  
While scholars have often regarded Adams’s publication Born Free and Equal as an 
anomaly within an artistic practice otherwise dedicated to exploring the wonders of the 
American landscape, the photographer’s subsequent projects from the era attest to the ways the 
photographer was deeply influenced by and engaged with the political currents of his day. This 
dissertation takes seriously Adams’s proposal for photography as “a test of true Americanism,” 
and identifies four photobooks produced by the photographer in the 1940s and 1950s with this 
concept in mind: Born Free and Equal (1944), My Camera in the National Parks (1950), The 
Islands of Hawaii (1958), and Adams’s unpublished book on African-American education, 
Progress Report. Analyzing the production and contents of these publications within their 
historic context, I highlight Adams’s sustained engagement with themes of race and citizenship 
and demonstrate how these publications participate in related processes of race making and 
settler colonialism within the United States. Against the backdrop of the Second World War, the 
early Cold War, a global anticolonial movement, and a nascent civil rights movement, Adams’s 
photobooks do more than document the American character of their subjects; they operate to 
define the terms of American citizenship and to reimagine the racial and geographic boundaries 
of the nation. 
Each of the four projects addressed in this dissertation relates back to and illuminates 
Adams’s concept of Americanism in distinct but related ways. Born Free and Equal and the 
rhetoric around Japanese American incarceration constitutes Adams’s “test of true Americanism” 
as a measure of assimilation to dominate white cultural norms in line with the era’s popular 
sociological theories of race. With My Camera in the National Parks, Adams asserts his own 
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patriotic Americanism and in The Islands of Hawaii, he applies his “test” in order to visualize the 
Americanism of the distant Pacific territory. As Americanism for Adams came to function as an 
uncritical affirmation of American ideals, values, and institutions, including most notably 
individualism and capitalism, the photographer in turn connected Americanism with a narrow 
form of citizenship devoid of substantive political practice and legal protections. The 
photographer’s work on Progress Report reveals the limits of Americanism as a prescription to 
minority groups to assimilate, work hard, and not ask too much. 
In my analysis of Adams’s Americanism, I locate the photographer’s projects within a 
period of complex racial reorganizations that Howard Winant has identified as a postwar “racial 
break,” a profound rupture of established social orders led by the antiracist and anticolonial 
movements of the era. The destruction and horror of the Second World War led to a renewed 
dedication to liberal values of equality, freedom, and justice for all, but these ideals collided with 
the reality of persistent oppression and inequality faced by communities of color in the nation 
and abroad. Armed with an expanded perspective on global injustices of genocide, colonialism, 
and segregation, subordinated groups leveraged the postwar ethos to challenge their oppression 
under white supremacy. In the United States, shifts in understandings of race occurred as the 
nation’s leaders and public sought to respond to new pressures and reconcile the discrepancies 
between national ideals and lived experiences, but as Winant explains, the antiracist projects of 
the era were only partially successful as dominant powers made effective accommodations to 
antiracist social movements that ultimately left white supremacist structures in place.2 
                                               
2 Howard Winant, The World is a Ghetto: Race and Democracy Since World War II (New York: 
Basic Books, 2011), 141–145. 
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 Building on Winant’s historical account of the post-WWII racial break and correcting his 
theory of its effects, scholar Jodi Melamed has argued that the contradictions and tensions of the 
period gave rise to what she identifies as “a formally antiracist, liberal-capitalist modernity that 
revises, partners with, and exceeds the capacities of white supremacy without replacing or 
ending it.”3 Processes of racialization that had previously rationalized hierarchical social 
relations supporting white supremacy and colonialism based on biological notions of racial 
difference were gradually supplanted with racial procedures that moved “beyond color lines,” as 
Melamed notes, to generate knowledge about racial difference through categories of privilege 
and stigma (loyal vs. disloyal, for example, or patriotic vs. un-American).4 In Melamed’s 
formation, the postwar era can be broken down into three periods of change characterized by 
discourses which she identifies as racial liberalism, multicultural liberalism, and neoliberal 
multiculturalism. The first discourse is most descriptive of Adams’s projects in the forties and 
fifties. Indeed, the liberalism to which Adams subscribed in the postwar era, which he once 
labeled “liberal Americanism,” is better understood as the racial liberalism Melamed outlines: an 
official, state-recognized effort to decouple racial domination from the project of modernity so as 
to uphold liberal ideals and affirm state-capital formations.5 Ultimately, as Melamed 
demonstrates, racial liberalism validates some forms of difference and stigmatizes others, in the 
process recasting symbolic and material inequalities between individuals as justified.6 In 
Adams’s later projects addressing residents of Hawai’i and African Americans in the American 
                                               
3 Jodi Melamed, Represent and Destroy: Rationalizing Violence in the New Racial Capitalism 
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2011), 7. 
4 Ibid., 2. 
5 Ansel Adams to Nancy Newhall, Undated letter, c. May 1948. CCP–AAA. 
6 Melamed, 9–13. 
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South, elements of multicultural liberalism as a discourse that privileges cultural pluralism and 
stigmatizes race-conscious organizing are legible.    
The historical contexts and processes of racialization outlined in the work of Winant and 
Melamed help shed critical light on Adams’s postwar photobooks addressed in the chapters to 
follow. Produced within the complex dynamics characterizing the racial break period, they 
embody a tension between old world racial orders and emerging processes of racialization that 
presume to move beyond race. His books are grounded for example in the race-liberal notion that 
racism was the result of individual prejudice that would fade with greater knowledge of or 
experience with perceived others, but they also give expression to the ways racial liberalism 
operates under the veneer of equality to constitute hegemonic cultural practice and produce a 
new liberal capitalist modernity. Taken in sum, Adams’s books also underscore the failures of 
racial liberalism as a project that affirms the citizenship of certain nonwhite groups that seem to 
adhere to “true Americanism,” namely Asian Americans, while continuing to undermine the 
citizenship of others perceived as un-American, specifically African Americans.7 While Adams 
initiates his projects on Americanism with the belief that it could apply broadly to all minority 
groups in the United States, the limits of his concept are gradually revealed through the 
development of each successive photobook. 
As Adams’s mid-century photobooks address both the racial boundaries of the national 
polity and the territorial boundaries of the nation itself, these works make legible the way in 
which racial liberalism also advances the settler colonial agendas of the nation. The seemingly 
benevolent notion of democracy for all once again made assimilation the goal of federal policies 
                                               
7 Ellen Wu, The Color of Success: Asian Americans and the Origins of the Model Minority 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2013). 
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towards Native Americans, which translated into a postwar relocation program that sought to 
move Native people off of reservations and into U.S. cities under the pretext of facilitating their 
integration into the fabric of mainstream (white) society. In fact, this process was but another 
stage in the federal disruption and suppression of Native lives and kinship ties that served to 
facilitate the federal acquisition of sovereign land.8 The process of dispossession is also a process 
of assimilation, in this instance of land as well as bodies, and this is particularly evident in the 
era’s political efforts and public opinion campaigns targeted at officially designating the 
noncontiguous territories of Hawai’i and Alaska as unequivocally American. In my discussion of 
My Camera in the National Parks and The Islands of Hawaii, I consider how Adams employs an 
assimilating aesthetic toward the land, one that collapses the temporal registers of nature and 
nation in order to picture these territories firmly within the national geography. 
Characterizing Adams’s “test of true Americanism” as a measure of assimilation leads to 
another element of the term wherein Americanism is an affirmation of U.S. values and 
institutions as they were being restated in the postwar era through the entwinement of liberal 
freedom and capitalist free enterprise. Here, Americanism begins to speak to Adams’s 
understanding of citizenship more broadly. As a concept of belonging in relation to a nation-
state, citizenship typically entails three dimensions: legal, political, and cultural. These 
dimensions interact in complex ways, reinforcing or counteracting each other depending on 
context. From its Enlightenment beginnings, liberal citizenship has been a deeply flawed and 
exclusionary category, one expanded upon through the steady demands and struggles of those 
                                               
8 Mishuana Goeman, Mark My Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations (Minneapolis, MN: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 90. 
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excluded by means of race, class, sexuality, or gender.9 Adams’s Americanism as he constructs it 
through his mid-century photobooks is primarily a cultural citizenship absent of political practice 
and only insecurely linked to legal protections.10 In accordance with the goals of racial 
liberalism, it is a citizenship of whiteness that incorporates nonwhite individuals provided their 
deference to state power and their adherence to normative behaviors and values. Through 
projects such as Born Free and Equal and The Islands of Hawaii, the photographer positions 
assimilation as the precursor to the legal protections that citizenship is intended to provide. 
Adams’s Americanism thus underscores how the universal citizenship of liberalism remains 
exclusionary and grounded in assumptions of cultural homogeneity in the postwar era. 
Organized chronologically and conceptually around the publication and planning of 
Adams’s four photobooks, the chapters of this dissertation track the photographer’s development 
of “true Americanism” as it relates to dominate theories of assimilation and understandings of 
nation, race, and citizenship between 1943 and 1958, roughly. Chapter one centers on Adams’s 
documentation of Japanese incarceration as the locus of “true Americanism” and analyzes his 
war-time photobook Born Free and Equal: The Story of Loyal Japanese-Americans (1944) for 
the incongruities it unintentionally foreshadows in the coming race-liberal order. Adams’s use of 
the term “Americanism” echoes the political rhetoric of the war years, most notably spoken by 
                                               
9 Rogers M. Smith, Civic Ideals: Conflicting Visions of Citizenship in U.S. History (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1997); William Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship: A Liberal 
Theory of Minority Rights (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995). 
10 Critical scholarship to reassess and expand citizenship studies have used the term “cultural 
citizenship” to attend to the ways subordinate groups conceive of citizenship as a vernacular 
mode of belonging that can place demands on the nation-state. In speaking of Americanism as a 
cultural citizenship, I do not mean to align my work with this discourse, only to decouple 
Adams’s conception of citizenship from the political and legal dimensions it typically entails. 
Renato Rosaldo, “Cultural Citizenship, Inequality, and Multiculturalism,” in Latino Cultural 
Citizenship: Claiming Identity, Space, and Rights, edited by William V. Flores and Rina 
Benmayor (Boston, MA: Beacon, 1997), 27–38. 
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President Franklin D. Roosevelt who professed “Americanism is a matter of the heart and mind” 
when announcing the formation of the 442nd Regimental Combat Team, a segregated unit of 
Japanese Americans serving during World War II. The statement meant to insist that American 
citizenship was not bound by race. Yet, the circumstances of Japanese American incarceration 
lay bare the way in which Americanism functions to buttress the structures of white supremacy. 
In Born Free and Equal, Adams argues for the “true Americanism” of the book’s subjects based 
on governmental processes of vetting and approval developed to identify “loyal” Japanese-
Americans from “disloyal.” In the process, he relates Americanism to a version of citizenship 
that is stripped of the legal protections of the nation-state and devoid of the public political 
practice that has traditionally defined the citizen-subject. 
As previous studies of Born Free and Equal have noted, Adams harnessed the norms of 
whiteness associated with the Western landscape in order to reshape popular perceptions of his 
subjects from “enemy aliens” to “loyal” citizens. The book juxtaposes generic portraits of 
detainees at Manzanar Relocation Center with unpopulated landscapes of the surrounding Sierra 
Nevada. Indeed, the Americanism that Adams constructs at Manzanar Relocation Center is 
deeply indebted to American myths of the frontier and pioneer life that suggested the self-
reliance, morality, and resilience of detainees. Yet, what has remained unexamined in existing 
studies are the ways Born Free and Equal resonates with contemporary sociological theories of 
race, most notably Robert E. Park’s theoretical model of assimilation. Adams’s portraits of 
incarcerated Japanese Americans argue for their subject’s assimilation and presage the “model 
minority” myth that would gain traction in the decades to come. At the same time that Born Free 
and Equal locates Japanese Americans in relation to the land as a means to express their 
assimilation, the images and structure of the book also construct a physical and conceptual divide 
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between the land and the book’s nonwhite subjects. In this way, I argue that Born Free and 
Equal offers a metaphor for the way Asian Americans are permitted to enter the sphere of 
whiteness but are never fully recognized as white, and I consider the implications of this human-
land divide within the artist’s archival imaginary. 
Adams’s work at Manzanar prompted him to begin developing other projects related to 
minority groups in the United States that he believed could ease the nation’s racial tensions. 
Following the publication of Born Free and Equal, he immediately drew up plans to document 
the educational opportunities of African Americans in the American South, a project that serves 
as the focus of the dissertation’s final chapter. But the outbreak of WWII and the increasingly 
conservative atmosphere of the early Cold War years also prompted Adams to affirm his own 
commitment to the nation. Chapter two of the dissertation focuses on My Camera in the National 
Parks, a fine art portfolio of landscapes published in 1950 that served to announce the 
photographer’s personal Americanism.  
If Born Free and Equal made use of frontier myths in a metaphorical sense in order to 
symbolically incorporate Japanese Americans into the national polity, My Camera in the 
National Parks activates frontier logics towards the material incorporation of new lands within 
the nation’s official borders. Work on the publication coincided with the start of postwar 
campaigns for U.S. statehood on behalf of the territories of Alaska and Hawai’i, and a total of 
four images from national parks in Alaska and two from Hawaii National Park are featured in the 
book. Like the nineteenth-century expedition photographers before him, Adams wields his 
camera in order to make these distant territories visible as American land. Drawing on settler-
colonial theories of space, I interrogate the spatial and temporal orders of My Camera in the 
National Parks that served to map the contested lands of Alaska and Hawai’i firmly within the 
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book’s imagined American landscape. Of all the photobooks this dissertation addresses, My 
Camera in the National Parks is most aligned in subject matter and aesthetics with the 
conventional understanding of Adams as a fine art photographer and dedicated environmentalist 
that dominates popular discourse today. By offering a historically-grounded examination of the 
artist’s creative practice and conservation agendas, I argue that both should be understood as 
mechanisms of state power.   
The complex status of the United States as a settler colonial racial state comes into 
greatest focus in Adams’s photobook The Islands of Hawaii (1958), which is the subject of 
chapter three. When Adams first visited the Hawaiian Islands for work on My Camera in the 
National Parks, his focus was solely on the landscape. Ten years later, he produced The Islands 
of Hawaii as a coffee-table book offering a comprehensive view of “modern Hawaii” filled with 
landscapes, portraits, and views of Hawaiian industries. As with My Camera in the National 
Parks, I position Adams’s work on this photobook in relation to the postwar Hawaiian statehood 
campaign and demonstrate the ways it reflects and advances claims for Hawai’i’s national 
belonging. Key to the arguments of statehood advocates was the notion that Hawai’i by virtue of 
its multicultural population represented a “racial paradise” and Adams was keen to give visual 
form to this discourse.  
Drawing on his prior experiences photographing incarcerated Japanese Americans during 
WWII, Adams worked to apply his “test of true Americanism” to the Hawaiian context while 
also reproducing long-established settler strategies of erasure. In The Islands of Hawaii, he 
represents Kānaka Maoli (Native Hawaiians) as vanished, either through natural decline or 
assimilation, and he foregrounds the Islands’ Asian American and multiethnic residents as ideal 
citizens who are hard-working, cosmopolitan, and economically productive. Commissioned by 
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the Honolulu-based Bishop National Bank of Hawaii, The Islands of Hawaii highlights Adams’s 
involvement with the corporate culture of the mid-twentieth century and makes salient how 
settler colonial tactics of dispossession and erasure, as well as the tenets of racial liberalism, are 
linked with a capitalist system that constantly needs to resolve the threat of economic crisis the 
system itself manifests.11 Adams’s work on the book lays bare how Hawaiian statehood 
functioned as a temporary solution to the social crisis of racial inequality fueling the civil rights 
movement in the continental United States. While The Islands of Hawaii was an effective tool 
within the statehood campaign for the way the photographer depicted Hawai’i as a site of “true 
Americanism” that subtly promises the security of whiteness, I end the chapter with a brief 
consideration of one of the ways Hawaiian statehood created opportunities that both reinforce 
and challenge the racial-settler status quo. 
In the final chapter of the dissertation I take a close look at the planning of Adams’s 
unpublished book on African American education, Progress Report. Adams begins the project in 
the late 1940s invigorated by his sense of “true Americanism” as it seemed to take shape at 
Manzanar. With ambitions for creating a project of wide scope featuring multiple educational 
sites and photographers, Adams recruits his friend Nancy Newhall, a curator and critic of 
photography, to assist him in the endeavor. I consider the different iterations Progress Report 
undergoes against the backdrop of the political and cultural currents of the early Cold War and 
nascent civil rights period. Adams’s decision to focus on education was prescient. Within a few 
years of the project’s conception, the classroom became the contested site of integration in the 
United States, a drama played out on the front pages of the nation’s newspapers. Given the 
                                               
11 Dean Itsuji Saranillio, Unsustainable Empire: Alternative Histories of Hawai’i Statehood 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2018), 9–12. 
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apolitical status of Adams’s “Americanism,” however, the highly politicized process of 
desegregation challenged the production of Progress Report. Whereas the book frames education 
in economically-focused terms as the training of laborers, African American civil rights activist 
used the realm of education as the site of protest and social critique. In recovering the story 
behind the book, I draw on alternative conceptions of citizenship as well as historical discussions 
of race and representation to consider how the increasing visibility of African-American activists 
in the South troubled the fate of Progress Report and the work of its authors. Adams and 
Newhall never published Progress Report, and I argue that this was predominately because they 
were unable to reconcile the concept of Americanism—an apolitical citizenship grounded in 
assimilation and the needs of capital—with the citizenry taking shape through the era’s civil 
rights photography. 
Even as Adams’s “test of true Americanism” seems to have reached its limits with 
Progress Report in the face of mounting African American freedom struggles, the logics of 
racial liberalism that the photographer’s earlier photobooks helped disseminate ultimately 
worked to delimit the gains that civil rights activists were able to achieve, reinforcing a politics 
of respectability and a discourse that shifted attention from structural racism to individual 
shortcomings.12 Adams’s photobooks were consequential in other ways as well. In 1958, the U.S. 
territory of Alaska became the nation’s forty-ninth state and admission of the U.S. territory of 
Hawai’i as the fiftieth state followed in 1959. The mythology of Asian Americans as “model 
minorities” was officially outlined by sociologist William Petersen in New York Times Magazine 
in 1966. These events as well as the enduring discourses of loyalty and patriotism that continue 
                                               
12 Mary L. Dudziak, Cold War Civil Rights: Race and the Image of American Democracy 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000). 
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to legitimate citizens within the national sphere cannot be attributed to Adams alone, but they do 
demand a more critical consideration of the photographer’s impact within American society, 
particularly as they underscore how his mid-century photobooks participate in the production, 
circulation, and consolidation of race-liberal orders. The chapters that follow lay out the history 
and political significance of Adams’s photobooks on Americanism and consider some of their 
effects within the context of a postwar racial break. As the photobooks at the core of this 
dissertation reveal how Adams’s mid-century documentary practice is subtended by his creative 
landscape practice, rather than existing outside it as the institutional structures and much 
scholarship surrounding the photographer would suggest, this dissertation relates to a broader 
critique of liberal discourses of nature that serve to naturalize and obscure historical processes, 





Americanism and Citizenship in Ansel Adams’s Born Free and Equal 
 
Born Free and Equal, Ansel Adams’s publication on Japanese incarceration, opens with an 
immersive double-page spread showing a man, simply dressed and with minimal expression, 
looking out at the foothills of a distant mountain range. (fig. 1.1) The figure’s gaze directs that of 
the reader to the landscape in the background, as well as the text overlaid upon the image and 
centered within an expanse of sky on the right-hand page: “Photographs of the Loyal Japanese-
Americans at Manzanar Relocation Center, Inyo County, California by Ansel Adams.” This 
frontispiece sets the stage for key themes guiding the visual and textual narrative of the book. 
Indeed, Adams seems to have chosen the photograph as a visual shorthand summarizing his 
primary argument that the natural environment around Manzanar played a formative role in 
shaping the individual character of those pictured within Born Free and Equal. In his opening 
statement on the project, Adams states as much outright. Presuming that he holds unique insight 
into the experience of Japanese incarceration, Adams wrote: “I believe that the acrid splendor of 
the desert, ringed with towering mountains, has strengthened the spirit of the people of 
Manzanar. I do not say all are conscious of this influence, but I am sure most have responded, in 
one way or another, to the resonances of their environment.”13  
For Adams, nature had a defining influence on the individual and on American society. 
Drawing on a rich tradition of American transcendentalist writing and cultural production, 
Adams positioned nature as a guiding model for democratic practice and the root of the nation’s 
                                               
13 Ansel Adams, Born Free and Equal: The Story of Loyal Japanese Americans (New York: U.S. 
Camera, 1944), 9.  
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most valued qualities of individualism, freedom, and self-reliance.14 The incarceration of 
Japanese Americans exposed fault lines in the nation’s professed ideals, ones that Adams 
attempted to smooth over in Born Free and Equal by narrativizing internment through updated 
frontier myths that recast the wilderness as a space of assimilation. In light of the photographer’s 
thesis on the landscape’s formative impact on detainees at Manzanar, perhaps what is most 
striking about the book is the way in which the people and the land remain relatively separate 
entities throughout its pages. Indeed, the title page photograph is among the only images in the 
book that clearly depicts an individual in contemplation of the landscape, and even here 
(especially here) the relationship between the figure and the natural setting appears out of sync, 
undermining the image’s intended purpose within Adams’s human/nature thesis and pointing to 
broader inconsistencies in the notion of “true Americanism” that the photographer developed 
through the book. 
In this image, the figure (a man by the name of Tom Kobayashi) looms large on the left, 
appearing detached from the surrounding environment due to the abruptness of the figure/ground 
relationship. Adams took a number of images of Kobayashi in different poses and at different 
locations around the outskirts of Manzanar Relocation Center. In one unpublished study, 
Kobayashi is shown sitting on a wooden fence post and is shown directly facing the viewer. (fig. 
1.2) In the published image, however, the support is cropped out of the frame, leaving 
Kobayashi’s contact with the ground uncertain. This ambiguous figure/ground relationship 
creates a feeling of disconnection between the man and his surroundings. Adams presumably 
choose the profile view of Kobayashi for the way it suggested a man in contemplation of his 
                                               




natural surroundings, but this too is an unstable reading given how Kobayashi’s gaze does not 
line up with the mountains on the right-hand side of the image. Instead, he looks past the natural 
setting at some unknowable subject outside the frame, perhaps the camp itself.  
Scholars studying Born Free and Equal have recently taken an interest in Adams’s 
human/nature thesis, interrogating the ways he harnessed American myths of individualism and 
self-reliance associated with the Western landscape in order to counteract racist stereotypes 
surrounding individuals of Japanese ancestry in the era.15 However, the inconsistencies of 
Kobayashi’s portrait and the disconnect between portraits and landscapes within Born Free and 
Equal more broadly have gone un-discussed. In this chapter, I build on attempts to think through 
the ways Adams positions the landscape as a formative space for the individuals at Manzanar, 
but I depart from existing scholarship by showing how the photographer did so not only based on 
national myths but on contemporary sociological ideas of race and environment in the era. 
Specifically, I consider Born Free and Equal in relation to the racial theories of Robert E. Park 
and the Chicago School of Sociology. Park and the Chicago sociologists were instrumental in 
popularizing a new understanding of race as culturally formed rather than biologically 
determined in the early twentieth century, and they advanced a theory of assimilation known as 
the “race relations cycle” that resonates with the narrative Adams constructs around interment in 
the book. Yet, even as a discourse of assimilation instigated a reorganization of racial hierarchies 
                                               
15 Thy Phu, “Cultivating Citizenship: Internment Landscapes and Still-Life Photography,” in 
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and the Nature of Manzanar,” in Reclaiming Nostalgia: Longing for Nature in American 
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“Winning the War at Manzanar: Environmental Patriotism and the Japanese American 
Incarceration,” in Rendering Nature: Animals, Bodies, Places, Politics, edited by Marguerite S. 




in the mid-twentieth century, the ideology of white supremacy remained intact. Adams’s work 
on Born Free and Equal not only leaves this structure unchallenged but ultimately serves to 
buttress it. Indeed, he relies on its proxy of whiteness to state his case for the incorporation of 
Japanese Americans into the body politic. 
In Born Free and Equal, Adams positions the western landscape and the experience of 
internment as a catalyst for the final stage of assimilation that would bring Japanese immigrants 
into white, mainstream society. However, the title page portrait of Kobayashi also 
unintentionally foreshadows broader racial dynamics as they would progress throughout the 
postwar era. This photograph, which opens Born Free and Equal and is meant to summarize 
Adams’s human/nature thesis, also speaks to how Asian Americans’ newfound acceptance in the 
postwar decades would remain only ever partial. In this chapter, I take the contradictions and 
tensions of the title page as a starting place for a larger consideration of the photobook, the “test 
of true Americanism” it established for Adams, and the archival afterlife of the photographer’s 
Manzanar images. Before addressing Born Free and Equal, however, I review some of the 
context within which the photographer completes the project through consideration of work by 
two photographers who documented the early stages of the internment process: Dorothea Lange 
and Jack Masaki Iwata. These photographers not only speak to the historical moment of 
incarceration through their images, but also offer differing perspectives from those advanced by 
Adams, especially on the environment of Manzanar. As such, they help highlight the constructed 
nature of Adams’s narrative as well as its alignment with state agendas, even as the photographer 





Documenting Japanese Internment: Dorothea Lange and Jack Masaki Iwata 
The attack on Pearl Harbor by the Imperial Japanese Navy on December 7, 1941 escalated 
existing tensions between the United States and Japan, prompting a U.S. declaration of war and 
the nation’s quick entry into World War II. Existing racial tensions against individuals of 
Japanese ancestry in the United States escalated as well. On February 19, 1942, President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, setting the stage for the deportation and 
incarceration of nearly 120,000 individuals of Japanese descent residing in the United States. In 
the months following the Order, the U.S. Secretary of War designated military zones along the 
Pacific Coast, and the Western Defense Command (WDC) began posting notices requiring all 
individuals of Japanese ancestry to register with military officials in preparation for departure. 
Military necessity was the pretense, but racism was the genuine impetus for the forced 
evacuation. Restrictive immigration laws had long barred Issei, or first-generation Japanese 
immigrants, from naturalization, but more than two-thirds of those imprisoned were Nisei or 
Sansei, second- and third-generation children of immigrants respectively, and, thus, American 
citizens by birth. All were imprisoned for no other reason than their race.  
The process of detainment proceeded along a stressed and unforgiving timeline.16 After 
the WDC posted evacuation notices, individuals of Japanese ancestry were given a brief period 
of time, usually a matter of days, to pack their belongings and to store or sell property, often at 
far below market value. Many complied with the evacuation out of fear and uncertainty for 
alternatives; resistance could lead to arrest. Individuals and families were taken first to nearby 
“assembly centers,” usually hastily converted race tracks or fair grounds with barracks meant to 
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house animals. The Roosevelt administration intended to disperse and resettle individuals 
throughout the Midwest, but as the logistics of such an endeavor grew unruly, the government 
authorized the operation of ten concentration camps throughout the Western and Central regions 
of the United States for the purposes of long-term detainment.17 After a few months in the 
temporary detention centers, individuals were moved to “relocation centers” set up far outside 
Western metropolitan centers on large tracts of desolate land enclosed by barbwire fencing and 
guard towers. Two of the ten camps were located in California: Manzanar Relocation Center in 
the centrally-located Owens Valley and Tule Lake Segregation Center near the California-
Oregon border.18 
The terminology of “evacuation,” “assembly center,” “relocation center,” and “internee” 
was developed by the military’s Wartime Civil Control Administration (WCCA) as a way to 
legitimize and soften the unlawful and inhumane process.19 The WCCA managed the temporary 
detention centers, but its responsibilities were gradually transferred over to the War Relocation 
Authority (WRA), a civilian-run government agency established to manage the internal 
operations of the concentration camps, initiate a realistic resettlement schedule, and generate a 
public relations program. Like the WCCA, the WRA sought to stay ahead of public opinion on 
                                               
17 The term “concentration camp” was actively used in the era to describe the sites of Japanese 
internment but it fell from use as its association with the Holocaust rose, yet the alternatives 
available to describe internment (relocation center, for example) risk downplaying the force and 
injustice of the process. In accordance with the Civil Liberties Public Education Fund’s 
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interment process broadly, and “Manzanar” or “Center” when speaking of the specific location 
of Manzanar Relocation Center and Adams’s project. 
18 In addition to Manzanar and Tule Lake, concentration camps were established at in Minidoka, 
Idaho; Topaz, Utah; Heart Mountain, Wyoming; Amache, Colorado; Gila River and Poston, 
Arizona; and Jerome and Rohwer, Arkansas. A few camps were opened on Native American 
reservations through agreements with the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 
19 Alice Yang Murray, Historical Memories of the Japanese American Internment and the 
Struggle for Redress (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2008), 69.  
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Japanese incarceration. It initiated an extensive media department in attempts to control the 
message of the evacuation and internment that circulated to the public with the specific goal to 
depict the entire process as benevolent, orderly, and efficient. 
Adams’s fellow San Francisco-based photographer Dorothea Lange documented the 
early stages of internment as an official photographer for the WRA. She worked previously with 
the Farm Security Administration in the 1930s; her Depression-era images of migrant families 
helped promote New Deal policies. Her WRA images from around San Francisco, where nearly 
5,000 residents of Japanese ancestry were evacuated throughout the spring of 1941, include 
numerous studies of posted evacuation orders; of distracted shop keeps tending to the forced 
closures of their businesses; and of individuals and families reporting to authorities with all the 
possessions they could carry.20 (fig. 1.3) In her documentation of evacuation procedures, Lange 
tended to focus on individuals or small groups caught in the midst of an activity that at any other 
moment might seem mundane but which in the context of the forced evacuation resonate as 
momentous. She photographed at a fairly close distance to her subjects resulting in compositions 
that are variously intimate, claustrophobic, or invasive. Her presence was not always appreciated 
by those in front of the camera who were working to process the abuses of power, including 
surveillance, being wielded against them.21 
Although she worked for the WRA, Lange opposed internment and made efforts to insert 
elements of irony and ambiguity into her photographs and descriptive captions, believing that 
                                               
20 For a discussion of how internment registered in San Francisco, see Meredith Oda, “Remaking 
the “Gateway to the Pacific:” Urban, Economic, and Racial Redevelopment in San Francisco, 
1945–1970,” Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 2010), 9.  
21 Thy Phu, “The Spaces of Human Confinement: Manzanar Photography and Landscape 
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change and critique could aptly occur from inside structures of power.22 In Oakland, she 
photographed the closed storefront of Wanto Co. grocery where, the day after Pearl Harbor, the 
owner had posted a large sign stating “I am an American.” (fig. 1.4) In her caption, Lange noted 
that the owner was a University of California graduate, driving home the contradiction of racist 
stereotypes that cast Japanese Americans as inferior. Her effort was in vain, however. As Moon-
Kie Jung has argued, “Anti-Japanese racism was not based on an assured belief that the Japanese 
were inferior but on a fear that they were not.”23 In light of the forced evacuation, the bold 
proclamation and civic appeal of the banner in Lange’s image is superseded by a White & 
Pollard “sold” sign above and by a car parked out front, symbols of wealth, commerce, and 
mobility emphasized as privileges of whiteness through their juxtaposition with a Japanese 
storefront closed due to the owner’s impending incarceration. In this way, Lange created an 
image that could speak to the way American identity is defined more by the racial control of 
economics and physical movement than by legal citizenship, education, or civic involvement. 
Lange also photographed at various concentration camps as internees were settling in. 
She continued to produce images that could hold unsettling ambiguities as when she centered a 
flagpole adorned with a tattered American flag against the backdrop of Manzanar’s ordered 
barracks and the towering ridge line of Mount Williamson. (fig. 1.5) The flag and the mountain 
range—symbols of American strength and spirit—become the barriers containing the camp. Yet, 
they are also flattened by their hazy appearance, especially in contrast with the deep recession of 
the barracks. Standing in the midst of a summer dust storm, Lange shot a series of frames from 
                                               
22 Abigail Solomon-Godeau, “Dorothea Lange: Reflections on an Archive,” in Dorothea Lange: 
Politics of Seeing, edited by Alona Pardo with Jilke Golbach (Munich, Germany: Prestle 
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23 Moon-Kie Jung, Reworking Race: The Making of Hawaii’s Interracial Labor Movement (New 
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this spot. The sequence shows individuals running for shelter while the flag disintegrates and the 
mountains fade within the space of internment and the contradictions to national ideals the state’s 
repressive practices brought into stark relief. 
Within this context, the goal of the WRA’s media program was to manage the narrative 
around Japanese incarceration and stabilize the threatened national identity. Lange’s WRA 
images often carry a surreal quality that resists easy incorporation into the agency’s narratives of 
justified evacuation and humane treatment. Perhaps for this reason, the WRA published very few 
of the more than 700 images Lange produced on internment.24 When her images did circulate in 
the era, her image captions were replaced with text that more closely aligned with the WRA’s 
promotion of a benevolent and necessary interment.25 Thus, the ambiguity she employed in her 
framing was at times easily suppressed. 
As part of their efforts to establish an official photographic record of interment, the WRA 
not only controlled what did and did not make it to public view; they also sought to control who 
could and could not document interment. Along with guns, bombs, and other weapons, 
individuals of Japanese ancestry were prohibited from carrying cameras during the early stages 
of incarceration; nevertheless, they produced covert images of the forced evacuation and early 
months of detention.26 In 1942, Jack Masaki Iwata, a professional photographer in Los Angeles 
working in the successful studio of Toyo Miyatake, captured a bird’s-eye view of evacuation in 
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process from a building across the street from the Nishi Hongwanji Buddhist Temple.27 (fig. 1.6) 
In contrast to Lange’s steady and somber studies, Iwata’s image captures some of the chaos and 
confusion of the moment. His composition is divided diagonally by the hairpin street corner that 
juts in at an angle from the top left corner. The sidewalk at right is crowded with people, while 
around the corner at left, it is jammed by suitcases and boxes waiting to be loaded into the 
covered trailer nearby. Buses, presumably there to transport individuals to an assembly center, 
are parked slightly askew, and in the back-right corner of the frame, cars point in all variety of 
opposing directions.  
The crowd lends some clues about the identities of individuals and the event underway, 
but the details remain fuzzy. Some raise their hands as if offering up a slip of paper that might 
designate where they are assigned to go. Women and children are discernible near the sidewalk 
corner, but as the pathway recedes down the block, the people merge into one another. Near the 
outskirts of the crowd, individuals come back into view: a police officer appears to approach 
from the back; at front, a passerby on a bike has stopped to watch; a photographer, possibly 
working for the WRA, stands atop a black car and leans back in efforts to capture his own view, 
oblivious to the fact that he too is the subject of an image. Defying the restrictions on 
photography, Iwata felt compelled to document the moment; from his position above street level, 
he captured a scene that places the process of Japanese incarceration within a wider perspective. 
Like Lange, he offers a sense of the administrative procedures of the detention process, but he 
also emphasizes its chaos. While Lange could capture moving images by placing individuals of 
Japanese ancestry at the fore, Iwata’s image is poignant for the way it reflects how the racist 
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policy of internment turned those of Japanese ancestry into a monolith, while individual 
bystanders (presumably white) remain separate and distinct, going about their business or 
actively participating in the detention process. 
Iwata also photographed at Manzanar Relocation Center where he was initially detained 
before voluntarily relocating to Tule Lake. As was common across the camps, Manzanar was 
still in the process of being built when detainees first arrived requiring that they finish the 
construction of their own spaces of exile and imprisonment. Although photography by prisoners 
was still forbidden, Iwata managed to capture these early days; in one image reflecting camp 
construction, for instance, he shows a group of men unloading supplies from trucks. (fig. 1.7) A 
few are in long overcoats, seemingly unprepared for the work at hand. At the left, large stacks of 
mattresses are piled in the dirt, destined for the cramped tar-paper barracks that would house 
internees with little protection from the desert exterior. Bathrooms and eating areas were 
communal and under-supplied; schools and libraries were initially non-existent.  
Gradually, detainees pulled the camp together and established workable routines. WRA 
policies eventually relaxed as well, and internees were permitted to openly take photographs 
within the camps, albeit with administrative oversight. This fact is sometimes evoked to 
demonstrate the WRA’s “kind” administrative approach, the “freedom” it gave to internees by 
permitting the operation of camp cooperatives, a photography studio, and a publishing house for 
example, or by encouraging internal “self-government” in the camp. Adams responded to these 
factors when he first toured the camp in 1943 and included in Born Free and Equal images of the 
Manzanar Free Press and public meetings. Iwata’s documentation, by contrast, highlights the 
contradictions at the core of the WRA’s “benevolent” policies within the context of the 
concentration camps.  
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In one notable image taken by Iwata at Manzanar, the photographer captured a scene that 
throws the camp’s administrative power over internees into stark relief. (fig. 1.8) Manzanar was 
established on an old Spanish colonial apple orchard, and Iwata captured a view of apple trees 
interrupted by a placard in the foreground posted by camp administration. With both English and 
Japanese text, the posting reads: “This orchard will produce fruits if we refrain from cutting 
flowers and limbs. All violators will be prosecuted.” The placard is signed by Ralph P. Merritt, 
the director of Manzanar and the man who would soon invite Adams to photograph at the camp. 
While Adams would craft a narrative that attempted to put the land and the people in productive 
harmony, as discussed more below, Iwata’s image of the orchard reflects how camp 
administration attempted to mediate all aspects of internees’ lives, including their relationship to 
the land. The inclusive “we” in Merritt’s statement is undercut by his paternalistic rebuke to 
refrain for trimming the trees’ branches and by his threat of greater prosecution on top of the 
imprisonment already taking place. Of course, Iwata’s image also speaks to the self-sustaining 
practices of detainees who may have gathered branches for furniture or flowers for personal 
enjoyment.  
The work of Lange and Iwata offers differing perspectives on the process of Japanese 
incarceration and speaks to their respective social positions as well as the larger institutional 
structures in which their images were embedded, shaped, and/or suppressed. Both 
photographers’ images were effectively censored in the 1940s, but each has gained some level of 
attention in more recent years. Lange and Iwata’s images are useful to consider in relation to the 
work on Japanese incarceration that Adams would produce and circulate in the era both because 
they provide points of contrast and because they emphasize how the fact that Adams’s images 
circulate in this period speaks to some aspect of his work, namely, that it was sanctioned by the 
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WRA. Indeed, he was specifically invited to photograph the camp by Merritt, the camp’s director 
and a fellow Sierra Club member.  
Adams was adamant throughout the production of Born Free and Equal that the project 
was independently completed, and he was careful to emphasize this in the book as well. It is an 
idea frequently repeated in contemporary scholarship on the project, both celebratory and 
critical. However, the project’s independence is brought into question by the many references 
within the book to WRA officials managing the camps and by the close contact Adams 
maintained with them throughout the text’s production. Indeed, Adams goes so far as to dedicate 
the book itself “with admiration and respect” to Merritt, further specifying that Born Free and 
Equal had been authorized by the WRA which approved images, fact checked the text, and 
reviewed Adams’s final drafts. WRA approval came not simply form Merritt, but from the 
agency’s Head Director, Dillon Myer, who is also quoted at length in the book. The Secretary of 
the Interior Harold Ickes (who oversaw the WRA), drafted the book’s foreword and received a 
final proof of the text to review prior to publication. 
On financial terms, Adams’s book might appropriately qualify as independently-
produced. However, the book supported the agenda of the WRA, which included justification of 
internment on grounds of military necessity and exonerated the state on the basis of the humane 
treatment individuals received within the camp. Indeed, Myer went so far as to credit internment 
with supporting the increased social standing of Japanese Americans after the war, helping to 
educate and integrate detainees into mainstream society through the WRA’s education and 
relocation programs; this is the very same narrative that Adams advances in his book.28 Given 
                                               
28 Dillon S. Myer, Uprooted Americans: The Japanese Americans and the War Relocation 
Authority During World War II (Tucson, AZ: University of Arizona Press, 1971), 56. 
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this history, Born Free and Equal is best understood as an unofficial piece of the WRA’s 
extensive media program, which included the production of images, articles, and pamphlets not 
only to inform an outside public on the facts and figures of interment, but also to guide internees 
through the process of relocation and re-integration into mainstream society.29 
 Initially ambivalent on the matter of internment, Adams seems to have been motivated to 
accept Merritt’s invitation for two primary reasons beyond “the test of true Americanism” it 
would inspire for him.30 First, it offered Adams an opportunity to put into practice some ideas he 
had been developing on the proper form and function of documentary photography; second, it 
allowed him to do so through recourse to the social significance of nature, a theme to which 
Adams dedicated his practice. As Sarah Miller has argued, Adams’s acceptance of Merritt’s 
invitation was motivated less by a sense of racial injustice and more by his desire to assert some 
control over the field of documentary photography at a time when the meaning of “documentary” 
was ardently debated. During the Depression years, while Lange was at the fore of an American 
documentary practice associated with the Farm Security Administration, Adams had drawn 
                                               
29 Jasmine Alinder, “Back to America: Photography and Japanese Americans from Incarceration 
to Resettlement,” in Photography and Migration, edited by Tanya Sheehan (London: Routledge, 
2018), 28. 
30 Adams’s ambivalence is reflected in Dorothea Lange’s commentary on his work at Manzanar: 
“It was shameful. That’s Ansel. He doesn’t have much sense about these things. He was one of 
those at the beginning of the war who said—they’d had Japanese in their home always as house 
help and that was characteristic of his household—he said he saw the point. ‘you never get to 
know them,’ and all this. He gave the regular line, you know, but he wasn’t vicious about it. He’s 
ignorant on these matters. He isn’t acutely aware of social change.” Dorothea Lange, The 
Making of a Documentary Photographer (Berkeley: Regional Oral History Office, 1968), 190. 
Quoted in Thy Phu, “The Spaces of Human Confinement,” 347, n. 23. Adams by his own 
admission grappled with his initial ambivalence towards internment in a letter to Dillon Myer 
discussing Born Free and Equal, see Ansel Adams to Dillon Myer, October 5, 1944. UCLA 
Special Collections, Ansel Adams Papers. Hereafter UCLA–AAP. 
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criticism for photographing rocks as the world was going to pieces.31 But the photographer held 
fast to his convictions at the time and, perhaps with Lange’s famous 1932 image of the White 
Angel Breadline in mind, declared in a letter to Edward Weston, “I still believe there is a real 
social significance in a rock—a more important social significance therein than in a line of 
unemployed.”32 (fig. 1.9)  
The onset of World War II put the photographer on an even greater defensive, leading 
him to double-down on his belief in nature’s social significance at the same time that it 
compelled him to take on projects of more overtly social themes. I discuss Adams’s emphatic 
insistence on the significance of the American landscape in the next chapter on his 1950 
photobook My Camera in the National Parks. During the war years, Adams preoccupied himself 
with a handful of jobs to assist with the war-effort, training soldiers in photography and working 
alongside Lange for the occasional documentary piece. The Manzanar project stands out for the 
way Adams used the project to lay out a manifesto modeling his personal formulation of 
documentary. As Miller notes, in contrast to what he felt was the negative approach 
characterizing most socially-engaged work, Adams used Born Free and Equal to argue for 
documentary as a method best employed in support of idealism rather than social critique.33 The 
photographer also saw in Manzanar an opportunity to clarify his belief that nature held a “real 
                                               
31 As scholar Ellen Macfarlane had observed, the criticism is associated with the photographer 
Henri Cartier-Bresson who is typically quoted as saying something to the effect of, “The world is 
going to pieces and people like Adams and Weston are photographing rocks!” The exact words 
are unknown, however. While the specifics around the criticism are somewhat hazy, it 
nonetheless had a discernible impact on Adams. Ellen Macfarlane, “Group f.64, Rocks, and the 
Limits of the Political Photograph,” American Art 13, no. 3 (Fall 2016): 50, note 3. 
32 Ansel Adams to Edward Weston, November 29, 1934. Ansel Adams: Letters and Images, 
1916–1984, edited by Mary Street Alinder and Andrea Gray Stillman (Boston: Little, Brown, 
and Co, 1988), 75. 
33 Sarah M. Miller. “Inventing ‘Documentary’ in American Photography, 1930–1945” (Ph.D. 
diss., University of Chicago, 2009): 459–461. 
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social significance” for individuals. After his initial visit to Manzanar, Adams felt strongly that 
this was evident in the camp, and he went on to compose the book around this core idea. Yet, 
Born Free and Equal ultimately underscores the dangers of Adams’s idealist documentary and 
how it may instead reinforce the oppressive structures and dehumanizing processes that idealism 
is meant to transcend.34  
 
Nature, Space, and the Whiteness of “Americanism” in Born Free and Equal 
In the opening pages of Born Free and Equal, Adams presents a complicated mix of images and 
texts that attempt to put his documentary idealism into practice and to attest to the “real social 
significance in a rock.” After the title page portrait of Kobayashi, the reader enters the book with 
a three-page sequence of spreads, each featuring a single image on the left-hand page and a brief 
introductory text on the right. (fig. 1.10) The first spread displays a half-page reproduction of 
Adams’s photograph depicting a sign announcing “Manzanar War Relocation Center” hung 
between two wooden posts. The image serves as the book’s first official introduction to the camp 
and it is a very consciously-edited one. Cropping the image tightly around the sign post, Adams 
removed much of the camp setting visible in the original negative, excluding a guarded entry 
point and a smaller sign displaying the text “STOP, Military Police” to the right of the Center’s 
wooden sign. Instead, and as it is reproduced in Born Free and Equal, the camp sign is 
highlighted; it rises up from a crag and mirrors the organic texture of its wooden base and is set 
                                               
34 In her valuable study of Asian Americans in American visual culture, Elena Tajima Creef 
argues that both the “negative” approach of Lange and the “positive” approach of Adams 
narrowed the political subjectivities of those pictured and ultimately served to reinforce 
hegemonic notions of citizenship. Elena Tajima Creef, Imaging Japanese America: The Visual 




against glimpses of the snowy mountain ranges in the distant background. Opposite this welcome 
image, Adams reproduced an excerpt from the fourteenth amendment of the United States 
Constitution stating the rights of U.S. citizens to due process and equal protection under the law, 
as well as a quote from Abraham Lincoln that acknowledges the historical failures of the nation 
to live up to its constitutional promises. The second page spread features a portrait of a young 
girl simply captioned “An American School Girl” opposite a foreword written by Secretary of 
the Interior, Harold Ickes, which quotes President Roosevelt as saying “Americanism is a matter 
of the mind and heart; Americanism is not, and never was, a matter of race or ancestry.” Below 
the foreword, Adams’s statement on the project begins and continues onto the third page spread 
in the sequence where it appears opposite a portrait of a man and a woman posed in a doorway 
with the caption “A Young Couple at their Manzanar Home.”  
Beginning with the juxtaposition of the camp sign and the text from the fourteenth 
amendment, Adams seems to want to cast some critical light over internment. The amendment 
was originally ratified in 1868 in the wake of the American Civil War while the nation struggled 
to right the wrongs of chattel slavery. In the opening pages of Born Free and Equal, the excerpt 
centers the reader’s attention, for a moment at least, on the fact of injustice embodied by the 
mass incarceration of Japanese and Japanese-American citizens. But the pairing also raises 
significant questions about how Adams conceived of citizenship at this time, a topic that the 
photographer was thinking about intently. This consideration is particularly illuminated by his 
letters with Merritt during the winter of 1943; in one exchange, Adams notes that “I feel that the 
meaning of Citizen is quite important now — in its ethical and human aspects more than the 
mere legal rights.”35 Adams’s use of “ethics” here can be understood in relation to another 
                                               
35 Ansel Adams to Ralph Merritt, December 13, 1943. UCLA–AAP. 
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statement he makes in his letters with U.S. Camera, the publisher of Born Free and Equal. 
Explaining how he wishes for a dummy of the book to be sent to Secretary Ickes prior to 
publication, he notes that to do so is only a “matter of routine ethics.” Ickes had already 
furnished his foreword for the book, but Adams nonetheless felt eager to keep him abreast of the 
final product. Thus, in his concern for the “ethical and human aspects” of citizenship, Adams 
seems interested both in the responsibilities of citizens to one another as anchored in an internal 
morality and in the responsibilities of citizens to the authoritative powers of the nation-state as 
they are externally established. Glaringly, the nation-state’s responsibilities to citizens, although 
acknowledged in the inclusion of the excerpt from the Fourteenth Amendment, are never fully 
addressed in the book. Furthermore, Adams never seems to question the validity of the human 
(moral) or ethical dimensions of citizenship as he understands them. Thus, the critique he stages 
is only superficial and, as the page turns, the narrative around internment immediately shifts to 
outline the form and function of “Americanism” as it defines the citizen.  
As the term was used during the era, Americanism broadly referred to the values and 
practices that were thought to constitute American culture and is was closely related to a 
program of assimilation advanced by sociologists in the early twentieth century. Throughout 
much of U.S. history, Asian immigrants were excluded from the national sphere under the 
premise that they were fundamentally unassimilable. Japanese immigrants during the early 
twentieth century were especially figured as menacing, disease-ridden pests.36 The discourse of 
contagion in relation to nonwhite immigrants from all parts of the world permeated white racist 
                                               
36 Nayan Shah, Contagious Divides: Epidemics and Race in San Francisco’s Chinatown 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001); Jeannie N. Shinozuka, “Deadly Perils: Japanese 




fears of racial mixing, dilution, and environmental degradation in the United States, but as 
Priscilla Wald has evocatively discussed, its positive opposite of “communicable Americanism” 
came to guide the racial theories developed within the Chicago School of Sociology under the 
leadership of Robert E. Park. Through sociological studies of the 1920s and 1930s, Park and the 
Chicago sociologists established a paradigm of assimilation characterized by the idea that strong 
“civilizations” could ably absorb weaker “cultures.” As Henry Yu notes, by the mid-twentieth 
century, Park’s racial theories of group identity formation and assimilation known as the “race 
relations cycle” had exerted a widespread impact upon American social thought and cultural 
production.37 While direct mention of Park within Adams’s project notes does not appear until 
the late 1940s when he begins work on a photobook entitled Progress Report, which is addressed 
further in the dissertation’s last chapter, the Chicago School discourse and the race relations 
cycle nonetheless resonate with Adams’s work at Manzanar in 1943 and 1944.  
As outlined by Park, the process of social cohesion proceeded through four natural 
stages: competition, conflict, accommodation, and assimilation, wherein the non-dominate (i.e. 
non-white) group adopted the values of the dominant (i.e. white) group. Conceived as proceeding 
in a single direction, assimilation was positioned as the positive end-game of the nation’s tense 
race relations. Park developed his theory through studies of European immigrants in the eastern 
United States, working at times with the photographer Jacob Riis, whom Adams admired. But he 
and other Chicago-trained sociologists applied it broadly to the “Oriental Problem” associated 
with the West Coast and the “Negro Problem” made salient through the increased migrations of 
black Americans from Southern states to Northern cities. If Asian Americans and black 
                                               
37 Priscilla Wald, “Communicable Americanism: Contagion, Geographic Fictions, and the 
Sociological Legacy of Robert E. Park,” American Literary History 14, no. 4 “Contagion and 
Culture” (Winter 2002): 653–685. 
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Americans seemed caught in a stage of conflict or accommodation, Park believed it was due to 
the matter of social and physical distance between these groups and white Americans 
perpetuated through segregation, ignorance, and prejudice.38 With Born Free and Equal, as with 
the photobooks addressed in later chapters, Adams feels strongly that his work could serve to 
inform readers on the lives of individuals thought to be unlike themselves, correcting 
misconceptions and bridging divides. In Born Free and Equal, he seems to illustrate and adapt 
key aspects from Park’s theory of assimilation with this goal in mind. 
The generic portrait style he adopted for the book played a part in visualizing the 
assimilation of subjects at Manzanar, as his captioning reflects and reveals. Throughout the book, 
Adams tends to express his subject’s belonging in broad, normative terms such as “An American 
School Girl” or “A Young Couple at their Manzanar Home.” In the school girl portrait, Adams’s 
framing is tight and direct, focused solely on the subject’s face with little indication of her 
surroundings. The bright light that highlights the girl’s right cheek suggests an outdoor setting, 
and indeed, in “a note on the photography” included at the back of the book, the photographer 
emphasizes his use of natural lighting whenever possible. This, he noted, allowed for a more 
direct relationship between himself and his subjects, and in the photographer’s conception, the 
overall portrait style was intended to let the personality of the individual reveal itself to the 
spectator. “An American School Girl” exemplifies the style Adams adopted for most of the 
portraits throughout the book. The image of the couple on the next page spread offers a full-body 
version of this approach with context kept minimal, the lighting simple and natural, and the 
subject’s address to the viewer direct and pleasant. 
                                               
38 Henry Yu, Migration, Contact, and Exoticism in Modern America (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2001), 40–46. 
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A notable precursor to Adams’s portrait style in Born Free and Equal was a short but 
important article published just after Pearl Harbor in the December 22, 1941 issue of Life 
magazine. (fig. 1.11) Entitled “How to Tell Japs from the Chinese,” the piece is evidence of the 
magazine’s racist anti-Japanese propaganda during the war and speaks to broader anxieties about 
racial difference in the era. It also seems to have informed Adams’s approach at Manzanar. The 
article presumed to offer readers “a rule-of-thumb” drawn from physical anthropology that 
would help them to “distinguish friendly Chinese from enemy alien Japs.” The primary visuals 
accompanying the piece are two tightly-cropped portraits of men, one identified as a Chinese 
public servant, and the other as a Japanese warrior. The style and presentation of the portraits 
resonates with an earlier eugenic use of photography to distinguish racial types: each man gazes 
outward and is shown against a dark background with no external props or accessories; their 
faces are overlaid with markings that draw the viewer’s attention to specific physical features. 
The portrait of the Chinese man, further identified in the image caption as “a public servant” by 
the name of Ong Wen-hao [sic], is of better quality and the qualitative descriptors used to 
annotate his facial features were meant to be understood by readers as more refined: “higher 
bridge,” “light facial bones,” “longer, narrower face.” By contrast, the notes overlaying the 
portrait of the Japanese man, identified as the “warrior” General Hideki Tojo, frame his features 
as brutish: “massive cheek and jawbone;” “flatter nose;” “broader, shorter face.” This study in 
contrasts is repeated on the next page with full length portraits of Chinese and Japanese men 
presumably showing the difference between the “tall and slender” Chinese and the “short and 
squat” Japanese.  
Despite the visual suggestion that bodily features could be read and deciphered to 
navigate social encounters, the article’s anonymous author also remarks on the complicated 
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process of racial identification, noting how the Chinese and the Japanese are “closely related.” 
Indeed, both are “related to the Eskimo and North American Indian,” the author states. As 
difference begins to fade when ancestral lineage is traced, the author stresses that visual 
signifiers beyond physiognomy and physique are also significant to determining racial character. 
In the caption below General Tojo’s portrait, the author suggests that the most telling difference 
between the Japanese General and the Chinese public servant is not any specific facial feature at 
all. Rather, “an often sounder clue is facial expression, shaped by cultural, not anthropological, 
factors. Chinese wear rational calm of tolerant realists. Japs, like General Tojo, show humorless 
intensity of ruthless mystics.”39  
Adams’s portrait style in Born Free and Equal draws from the racist imagery of the Life 
feature, reproducing its form while attempting to redirect its effects towards more positive but no 
less racist ends. When read against the Life feature and history’s photographic catalogue of racial 
types, Adams’s frankly-composed portraits of smiling detainees in Born Free and Equal suggest 
an attempt to normalize phenotypic markers of difference and to ultimately overwrite them with 
signifiers such as a soft, pleasant expression, familiar clothing, common hairstyle, and familial 
norms that would speak to shared cultural identities. With Born Free and Equal, Adams picked 
up where Life left off—not only did the public need to know the difference between Chinese and 
Japanese ethnic groups, but it was even more critical to understand the difference between loyal 
and disloyal Japanese Americans. With his portraits, Adams sought to speak to a white middle-
class audience through a familiar and reassuring language of internally held and externally 
                                               
39 “How to Tell Japs from the Chinese” LIFE (December 22, 1941), 81–82. A third image in the 
article depicts another Chinese man in profile with a plea posted on his suit jacket, “Chinese 
reporter NOT Japanese please.”  
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discernable “Americanism.”40 Yet, in doing so, he only offers a more subtle racism, one that 
replaces a “negative” stereotype with a “positive” one. While Adams’s stated intention was to 
highlight the individual, his portraits in these opening pages and throughout the remainder of the 
book speak more to general American types as a way to foreground the subject’s Americanism. 
The subjects themselves frequently remain unnamed, introduced to the reader instead through 
captions that speak to cultural norms of gender and domesticity.41  
Adams’s approach to his portraits was not only a matter of composition, positive 
expression, and normative framing. His process at Manzanar also entailed research and a type of 
fieldwork that occurred in concert with his actual picture taking. These methods were intimately 
tied to government record keeping and WRA assessment performed within the camp. Indeed, 
individuals in Born Free and Equal were twice screened, first through the loyalty questionnaire 
administered by the War Relocation Authority and then again in a questionnaire issued by 
Adams himself, each survey seeking to clarify individuals’ national allegiances. This process of 
surveying, which draws further allusions to the methods of sociology, was partly what made 
Adams so sure that during his time at Manzanar he had developed a veritable “test of true 
Americanism.” When he proposes this idea to his friend Nancy Newhall, Adams references the 
WRA’s effort to define loyalty through the Leave Clearance Questionnaire, remarking on the 
“magnificent job” they had done.42  
                                               
40 For a discussion of how the middle-class produced a discourse of artistic photographic 
portraiture that affirmed interior character and class superiority, see Shawn Michelle Smith, 
American Archives: Gender, Race, and Class in Visual Culture. Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1999): 53–61.  
41 Creef notes the significance behind Adams’s foregrounding of young females in contrast to the 
wartime stereotype of the Japanese male warrior. Creef, 22. 
42 Ansel Adams to Nancy Newhall, 1943, in Ansel Adams: Letters and Images, 147. 
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In actuality, however, the WRA questionnaire put respondents in the impossible position 
of effectively having to renounce all ties with Japan and swear allegiance to a nation that was 
immediately and aggressively disregarding their civil liberties.43 Issued by the WRA in early 
1943, the questionnaire formalized a segregation program that was already in place to remove 
“troublemakers” from the camps. Individuals who responded unfavorably to key questions on the 
WRA form were transferred to Tule Lake Relocation Center, which became known as the 
“segregation center.” Through this process of evaluation and assimilation, Manzanar gained the 
reputation of being the most “loyal” camp of the ten that were established. Adams bought into 
this narrative and reproduced it through his own process of vetting and selecting subjects for his 
book. 
As some of Adams’s work occurred at Manzanar during the WRA’s process of review 
and removal he ran all his prints by WRA administration in order to omit from consideration any 
images that might contain “segregees,” as those individuals who had been sent to Tule Lake were 
labeled. He also administered his own questionnaire. In addition to soliciting basic background 
information such as prior place of residence, legal citizenship, and profession, Adams’s 
questionnaire asked respondents about their political beliefs, their position on internment, and 
their hopes for the future. He used the answers respondents gave to guide and narrate his portrait 
selection in Born Free and Equal, although, as I discuss further below, his interpretation of the 
responses was itself guided by the story he wanted to tell. 
                                               
43 Scholars noting the fallibility of the Leave Clearance Questionnaire have specifically pointed 
to Question 27 and 28, which asked whether respondents would be willing to serve in the armed 
forces of the U.S. military if ordered and whether they would renounce all loyalty to the Japanese 
emperor and swear allegiance to the United States. 
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While highlighting the “loyalty” of Japanese Americans through their discernable 
assimilation to white American culture was the photographer’s goal in Born Free and Equal, he 
also had some ideas as to how that assimilation progressed. Adams believed that the environment 
of Manzanar played a formative role in the lives of individuals incarcerated at the camp, a thesis 
he laid out in his opening statement on the opposite page from “A Young Couple at their 
Manzanar Home,” and for which he primed readers through his title page portrait of Kobayashi. 
When internees first arrived at Manzanar Relocation Center in the early summer of 1942 after 
being forcibly relocated from their actual homes under Executive Order 9066, there was little 
more than dust and rock and half-constructed tar-paper barracks awaiting them, as Iwata’s 
photograph attests. By the time Adams arrived with his camera, internees had planted gardens 
and vegetable fields, built furniture for their lodgings, established community centers and 
baseball leagues, and begun to produce a weekly newspaper. This all struck Adams as the real 
significance of Manzanar: “a symbol of Man-vs-nature in the American tradition,” as he 
enthusiastically wrote to Merritt after his first visit to the camp, and he would organize Born 
Free and Equal around this concept.44 This statement exposes the photographer’s investment in 
narratives of civilization and progress that held particular significance in his hometown of San 
Francisco and that informed a discourse of nature in the American West. As outlined in 
Frederick Jackson Turner’s influential frontier thesis, it was the challenging but inspiring 
westward movement of European Americans across the North American continent that was 
believed to have fostered the individualism, self-reliance, and democratic traditions of the nation. 
Thus, in Born Free and Equal, Adams draws on ideas of the Western landscape as a formative 
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space of American identity in order to reformulate the public perceptions around his Japanese-
American subjects. 
 This narrative is written into the structure of Born Free and Equal as it proceeds from the 
introductory pages. Adams organized the book in a scalar fashion that begins with chapters on 
“The Land” and “The Place,” illustrated largely by figureless landscapes, before returning to the 
photographer’s portraits within chapters on “The History,” “The People,” and “The Problem.” 
The book ends with a short “Conclusion” and the single-page “notes on photography” statement 
already mentioned. The book’s first two chapters aim to situate the reader spatially within the 
landscape of Owens Valley where Manzanar Relocation Center was located, not only to orient 
readers to the space of internment, but also to center the environment as instrumental to the 
transformation of detainees into citizenry in the moral sense. A sequence of six page spreads 
comprises the bulk of the “The Land” chapter, with five of the six spreads featuring panoramic 
landscapes by Adams (fig. 1.12) His captions below each image read continuously and lyrically: 
“Sunlight and space dwell in the Owens Valley” / “The huge wall of the Sierra Nevada rises on 
the West…” / “And the high barren wave of the Inyo Range on the East / Most of the land is 
arid…” / “From which the people have created farms, gardens, and the pleasure park.” Each 
image in the series is an expansive, unpopulated landscape featuring distant mountain ranges 
awash in sunlight and surrounded by wispy clouds. In all but the last, their magisterial forms 
contrast with the desolate valley floor pictured in the foreground.  
 In drawing attention to the environment and the movement of Japanese Americans into 
the deserts of California, Adams once again, consciously or unconsciously, invites comparison to 
the racial theories of Park and the Chicago sociologists, which entailed significant spatial 
dimensions. As Henry Yu explains,  
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The Chicago sociologists were trying to spread a new gospel about culture as an 
explanation for race. […] However, if Chicago sociologists aimed to remove the 
physical body from cultural consciousness by eliminating biology as a 
consideration, they merely shifted the importance of the physical into another 
realm. Because of their interests in immigration and the historical movement of 
people from one place to another, Chicago theorists such as Robert Park strongly 
linked cultural consciousness with the body’s origins [and movements] in 
physical space.45 
 
Thus, the physical environment played an important role in Park’s theories of assimilation. 
Within Park’s formulation, the city was the setting of social interactions that moved individuals 
along the assimilation cycle, and certain urban spaces better facilitated these interactions over 
others. But Park also recognized that even as different ethnic groups may live in close quarters, 
physical proximity alone was not enough to meaningfully advance the assimilation cycle.46 
Building a shared American consciousness required interaction, but it need not entail direct 
physical contact. Rather, a level of shared experience might suffice. Adams’s argument about the 
assimilation of Japanese Americans at Manzanar precedes along this basic premise, trading the 
urban center for the Western wilderness. In Born Free and Equal, he draws allusions between 
the mythical frontier experience of white settlers in the West and the experience of Japanese 
incarceration in efforts to construct a shared experience between disparate social groups.  
If the original movement of immigrants from Japan had only made California “the East,” 
Adams seems to suggest that their time at Manzanar would give them the experience of 
California as “the West” that he believed so strongly defined American culture. His sequence of 
landscapes depicts an unsettled, open space before landing at the “pleasure park” within the 
camp grounds. As a human-altered landscape, this last image in the sequence functions from 
Adams’s perspective as “proof” that, to again quote Adams, “the acrid splendor of the desert, 
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ringed with towering mountains, has strengthened the spirit of the people of Manzanar.”47 The 
“pleasure park” is the environmental equivalent to the smiles that occupy the faces of individuals 
whose portraits appear throughout the book. It functions in the photographer’s formulation to 
symbolize the pleasant and productive character of detainees who, inspired by the towering 
mountains seen in the preceding landscapes, transform the foreground space of the desert into a 
park for further communion with nature. 
 As with the image sequence, Adams’s essay on “The Land” waits to acknowledge the 
context of internment until the last moment. First, the photographer offers a brief environmental 
history of Owens Valley since the arrival of white settlers in the West, effectively erasing much 
of the region’s Native history and its early colonization by Spanish explorers, although this 
nonetheless haunts Adams’s essay in his mention of place names such as Manzanar (derived 
from the Spanish word for “apple”) and Inyo (translated from the native language of the 
Northern Paiute as “dwelling place of the great spirit”). In his essay, Adams focuses mostly on 
the battle over water rights to the Owens River, which had been redirected to meet the “insatiable 
appetite of Southern California.” The photographer bemoans how this undercut “the lush 
bounty” and agricultural development of Owens Valley, but he adds that recent efforts to tap the 
“generous” Colorado River were resulting in the gradual return of water to Owens Valley. In the 
photographer’s words, “crops are reappearing, trees are putting forth leaves and fruit, cattle are 
feeding in meadow-lands, and Inyo is pulsating again with the reemergence of rural activity.”48
 After having laid out this story of environmental despair and revitalization, Adams in the 
next and final paragraph of the section addresses Manzanar directly:  
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There were but few remnants of life in evidence when the Authority and the Army 
came to Manzanar… Within a short interval of time, while forlorn humanity was 
literally crowding its gates, scores of barracks, mess-halls, and administration 
buildings were hastily assembled and about ten thousand people—most of them 
citizens of the United States—were installed under semi-military rule. As the 
months progressed a certain mellowness of place and population developed; life 
become organized. The earth by virtue of irrigation gave ample crops and gardens 
to the people. The evacuees, resigned to their enforced period of transition 
between phases of civic life, established a community life for themselves. 
Manzanar became unified as a functioning town of ten thousand, and a fact of 
national importance and implication.49 
 
Thus, Adams draws allusions between the Owens Valley as a revitalized region and Manzanar 
Relocation Center as a transitional space that can revitalize those detained within it. In this 
passage, as throughout the entire book, Adams employs an unceasingly ambivalent language 
around Japanese incarceration that prevents his discussion of the camp from rising to the level of 
actual critique. His note of “semi-military rule” is softened by the qualifying prefix he adds, and 
he never visualizes this rule within the book, eliding depictions of the barbed-wire fencing, guard 
towers, or armed guards that patrolled Manzanar. This passage is significant not only for its 
demonstration of Adams’s ambivalence to internment, or in his words, an “enforced period of 
transition between phases of civil life,” but also for how it demonstrates Adams’s own racial 
thinking as it seems to echo that of popular sociology in the era, namely that the environment 
plays a central role in racial character. This subtext is persistent throughout Adams’s work, from 
Born Free and Equal to the other books discussed in this dissertation and in Adams’s national 
parks landscapes more broadly. The photographer finds credence in the frontier mythologies of 
the American West through contemporary sociological theories of race, space, and culture and 
merges the two in his project on Americanism. 
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Adams chose another portrait of a young unnamed girl to end the section on “The Land” 
and begin the section on “The Place,” as shown in the sequence of three spreads that follow his 
panoramic landscapes. (fig. 1.13) Below the girl’s portrait and those on the next two spreads, the 
photographer’s captions continue a singsong prose: “Is her future only a hope and not an 
assurance?” / “Manzanar is only a detour on the road of American citizenship…” / “It lies on the 
bronze sage-covered plain, a city built of shacks and patience.” Once again Adams begins with a 
hint of critique, only to immediately squelch it with an optimistic and superficial gloss on 
Japanese incarceration as “a detour on the road of American citizenship.” With the image that 
accompanies his last line casting the camp as “a city built of shacks and patience,” Adams offers 
the fullest view of Manzanar’s spatial position and arrangement. Taken from a guard tower along 
the eastern edge of the Center, the image is a partial bird’s-eye view of the camp’s grounds. 
Ordered barracks, electrical poles, a wide dirt road with cars and the small silhouettes of human 
figures, and open sports fields populate the middle ground, sandwiched between the sage-
covered plane of the foreground and the rising Sierra Nevada in the background. The 
characterization of the camp as a “town” or “city” draws on the mythology of the pioneer town 
that surrounded the camps, and Adams was not unique in his use of this concept; detainees also 
sought to make sense of their circumstances through familiar American narratives.50 For Adams, 
however, the links between spaces of internment and pioneer towns lent a compelling historical 
                                               
50 This pioneer narrative was active for example in the Manzanar Free Press, which Adams 
followed while completing his work at the camp. A copy of a special “pictorial edition” 
published September 10, 1943 is included within the collection of materials related to the 
photographer’s work at Manzanar housed at UCLA’s Charles E. Young Research Library. 
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precedent to his thesis about the formative effects of the American Western landscape on the 
national character of internees.51 
His essay on “The Place” is a mix of romantic ramblings on the natural setting and dry 
facts about the layout and operation of Manzanar Relocation Center. Adams puts a positive spin 
on the ordeal by relying on themes of uplift and transcendence as symbolized in and imparted 
through the natural world. The views he offers in the book are unique to his position as a white 
American male, however. Unlike the individuals interned at Manzanar, Adams was able to move 
his camera freely about the camp, often by car as well as by foot. Perhaps most critically, he 
could also leave the camp or climb a guard tower, allowing him to seek views of the mountain 
ranges unavailable to those imprisoned in the camp and he could select the time of year when he 
would do so. Indeed, the stunning view of the Sierra Nevada offered in Adams’s panorama of the 
camp is possible only at the height and distance of the guard tower he utilized to capture the 
scene. (fig. 1.14) Additionally, while Adams alludes to the harsh environmental conditions of the 
desert setting in his captions and essays, there is little representation of this in his images. 
Whereas winter at Manzanar brought intense winds, biting cold, and stinging dust storms for 
those on the ground, for Adams, the season promised picturesque views of snow-covered 
mountains.52 
  Seeking to advocate for the “loyal” Japanese Americans at Manzanar, Adams tapped 
into potent national myths of how nature shaped individual character and merged them with 
                                               
51 Thy Phu has also suggested that the migration of farmers during the Dust Bowl served as a 
more recent precedent for the relocation process, especially in the work of Lange. Phu, “The 
Spaces of Confinement,” 358. 
52 Japanese American artists detained during WWII created work that captured the harsh 
environmental conditions of the camps, see for example Creef’s discussion of Miné Okubo’s 
internment-era prints and drawings in Imagining Japanese America, 96–126. 
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contemporary theories of assimilation as they had developed through the social sciences in the 
twentieth century. Opening his book with crisp, clear scenes of the surrounding Sierra Nevada 
mountain range, intermixed with select portraits of individuals framed as “American,” Adams 
harnessed the ideological power of the American landscape as a source of renewal to assist in the 
transformation of his subjects from outsiders to insiders. Adams’s promotion of the spiritually 
renewing power of nature was intended to reframe stereotypes away from an image of the 
Japanese as an invasive immigrant species or a ruthless warrior race and towards an image of 
Japanese Americans as cooperative citizen-individuals purified during their “period of transition” 
by exposure to the fresh California air and fortified through their challenging experience in the 
landscape of the American West. 
Yet, the relationship that builds between the figure and the environment throughout Born 
Free and Equal is always only partial and superficial, as Kobayashi’s title page portrait foretells. 
In images when the landscape is Adams’s primary focus, the natural setting is largely emptied of 
the human figure or the image is taken from such a distance that individuals are rendered small 
and insignificant. When Adams turns his lens toward detainees, the landscape is barely 
discernible or is reduced to backdrop. The portrait format that Adams adopted for the book—
tightly cropped images taken from the shoulders up and at a slightly upward angle—leaves little 
room for the natural environment, even as he stressed his use of natural lighting. Adams intended 
to cast nature as the source of the robust American character and as an intermediary between 
individuals that results in a more authentic exchange and a more just society, but in ways 
unanticipated by the photographer, the collection of images and the narrative structure he chose 
for Born Free and Equal reveal disconnections and limitations to this premise. The postwar 
years would instigate a remaking of Asian American identity that by the 1960s permitted 
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Chinese and Japanese Americans to enter the sphere of whiteness, largely on the basis that they 
represented the nation’s “model minority.” That process is already at work within the Born Free 
and Equal, and the book also indicates how it would only bring about partial acceptance of Asian 
immigrants as American. This partiality not only finds expression in the human-land 
disconnections of Born Free and Equal, but also in the way Adams’s portraits and essays in the 
book’s later chapters on “The History,” “The People,” and “The Problem” locate detainees’ 
Americanism in relationship to a limited conception of citizenship. 
* 
In the second half of Born Free and Equal, Adams shifts his focus from the landscape of Owens 
Valley to the people of Manzanar through sections labelled “The History” and “The People.” 
These two sections comprise the majority of the book’s pages and are illustrated primarily with 
formal portraits of individuals posed against minimal backdrops and images of individuals 
engaged in work or everyday activities such as eating meals, playing sports, or reading. Notably 
absent are any images of activities closely associated with Japanese tradition, which Adams 
actively avoided.53 These sections do more than merely introduce readers to specific individuals 
in Manzanar, who are now sometimes identified by name in the image caption or extended essay; 
rather, these sections add another dimension to Adams’s first thesis on the transformational 
power of nature by outlining the work of the War Relocation Authority in order to emphasize the 
credibility of the “loyalty” label which the photographer applies to his subjects.  
In “The History” section, Adams lays out the facts of Japanese immigration and 
internment as he understands them. This section is the fullest expression of Adams’s apologist 
                                               




position on internment, rationalizing it as a regretful but understandable response to the outbreak 
of war. While Adams acknowledges that, in hindsight, the reasons for incarceration were 
dubious, he quotes Merritt to say that while perhaps not just, it was justified and that, all in all, 
the process of internment is proving to have a net benefit for detainees. As Adams states, “In 
taking the opportunity to prove themselves capable, cooperative citizens, the Japanese-
Americans are placing themselves in a far stronger position than if they had drawn timorously 
together in the ‘Little Tokyos,’ to sit out the war under the suspicion and possible persecution of 
their Caucasian neighbors.”54 In this section, the photographer also details the WRA process by 
which “loyal” Japanese Americans were differentiated from those deemed “disloyal” through the 
loyalty questionnaire and applauds the relocation program the WRA instituted, which he notes 
has already decreased the population of Manzanar by nearly half to just over 5,000 individuals. 
In “The People” section, the book’s largest, Adams begins the section with a sequence of 
three portraits meant to represent the nation’s most basic social unit. As the captions state: “An 
American Family; Mrs. Yaeko Nakamura…” / “Older Daughter, Joyce Yukiko Nakamura…” / 
“Younger Daughter, Louise Tamiko Nakamura.” (fig. 1.15) By opening the new chapter with a 
nuclear family (save for a father, who is never mentioned), the photographer points back to the 
book’s opening pages, which highlighted school girls and a young couple, and he further 
emphasizes a generational dimension to the assimilation narrative. While each figure dons 
clothing and hairstyles popular in the day, the young girls are also identified with Anglo Saxon 
names. In his address to these pictures, Adams states: “Those who think of Japanese-American 
domestic relations as differing from our accepted patterns are in for a sharp disillusionment when 
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confronted with the family life at Manzanar.”55 With such text, Adams appears to reference 
specific stereotypes or racial myths, with his rebuttals illuminating the flip side to such discourse. 
For the photographer, the heteronormative family unit is an obvious signifier of Americanism, 
and as such, it functions to locate the practice of citizenship in the private realm.  
In Born Free and Equal, the notion that Americanism was a matter of the heart and mind 
was a persistent refrain, but there is much in the book to suggest that Americanism was equally a 
matter of appearance and behavior. Through continuous narrative captions and compositional 
repetition, Adams draws attention not only to facial features and expression, but also to matters 
of dress, hairstyle, and—most importantly in the later pages—occupation. These details set his 
sitters apart from each other while simultaneously signifying their shared “Americanism” with 
the imagined reader of the book. While stillness characterizes Adams’s portraits, his words in the 
chapter on “The People” begin more and more to highlight labor. As readers move through the 
book’s later portraits, the captions that accompany each begin to stress the subject’s professional 
training, work, or civic contributions. One sequence reads: “Here is an accountant and a business 
man.” / “An electrician” / “And a student of journalism…” (fig. 1.16) The turn from gendered 
and familial norms to labor that characterizes Adams’s framing of individuals in the second half 
of the book is best understood in relation to the WRA’s insistence that internment was a 
productive period for the training and education of detainees. As Adams writes:  
Professional training is high on the agenda of projects at Manzanar. The various 
trades, crafts and professions in evidence throughout the Center not only provide 
immediate gainful occupation for thousands, but are also considered as training 
opportunities to equip the evacuees for their future.56 
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Thus, while Adams saw the landscape as fortifying the individual character of Japanese 
Americans at Manzanar, he also adopted the WRA’s position that education and training were 
central to facilitating the integration of detainees back into mainstream society. 
 As an example of the professional training offered by the WRA at Manzanar, Adams 
highlights the experience of Aiko Hamaguchi, a nurse at the Manzanar Hospital, and he draws 
from the responses she provided to his survey to narrate the pages where her image appears. (fig. 
1.17) The first half of Adams’s questionnaire requested basic information about place of birth 
and residence prior to internment, citizenship status, education, and immediate family relations. 
The second half of the questionnaire requested longer responses, soliciting respondents’ opinions 
on “life prior to the war” and on the Japanese-American Army Combat team, as well as their 
future hopes for postwar politics, economics, and society. In the main essay that runs alongside a 
sequence of three images featuring Hamaguchi, Adams uses the information she supplied on her 
schooling and professional goals as evidence of not only the exemplary health services offered 
by the Manzanar Hospital but also the training its staff of internees received during their 
incarceration, which Adams asserts has benefited Hamaguchi since her relocation to Detroit. 
 As the photographer continues to draw on Hamaguchi’s responses to speak to her 
experiences following her relocation, his misinterpretation of her words grows even more 
egregious. “Her ambition is to become a proficient public health nurse,” Adams wrote, adding, 
“She is realistic and says in regard to her pre-war life, ‘Only after evacuation have I come to 
realize the false sense of security I enjoyed prior to the war.’ Perhaps now this sense of security 
is being re-established as she discovers her place in American life.” In an unwavering 
commitment to optimism, Adams completely misreads Hamaguchi’s statement, which seems to 
acknowledge that there was never any real security in her pre-internment life that she could hope 
 
 50 
to “re-establish” now. Indeed, this is the only opinion she offers on the second page of Adams’s 
questionnaire. Her responses to questions about her postwar hopes are not only left blank, they 
are actively filled in with dashes (– – –) that seem to negate any hopes at all, at least none she felt 
compelled to share with Adams. The photographer’s use of Hamaguchi’s quote, while faithful to 
her words as she typed them, is nonetheless framed and structured to support his and the WRA’s 
shared agenda to promote the agency’s training and relocation programs as beneficent and 
successful.  
By emphasizing private family life and professional training, Adams framed internees’ 
subjectivities and citizenship in terms of economics and service to the state. He is able to make a 
case for his subjects’ assimilation into mainstream society in this way, but he also crafts a narrow 
definition of citizenship that excludes other forms of democratic action such as political protest, 
dissent, and debate. In fact, these practices were attributed to the “disloyal” Japanese who were 
segregated from Manzanar. In Adams’s configuration, citizenship is removed from the public 
realm, cultivated instead in the contemplative space of wilderness and embedded within the 
domestic sphere and the workplace. As such, Adams’s version of citizenship is unable to make 
demands on the state or hold it accountable for its mutual obligations to citizen-subjects.  
In Born Free and Equal, the photographer attempts to construct the category of 
citizenship as one rooted in personal acts and values, apparently irrespective of race. Yet, for all 
his efforts and claims to transcend the essentialism of race, his approach within the book is to 
cast Japanese Americans in sum as organized, clean, hardworking, and peaceful, a monolithic 
treatment reflected in the photographer’s bust-like portraits that are more sculptural than 
human.57 His closely cropped portraits of individuals are as restricting and claustrophobic as they 
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are honorific, and by confining his sitters to a quiet and orderly existence within the boundaries 
of acceptable behavior, Adams sought to expand the sphere of whiteness to include Japanese 
Americans. The particular characterization of detainees at Manzanar as loyal, happy, 
professional citizens anticipates the racist stereotype of Asian Americans as the “model 
minority” that would gain traction in the years to come. Such a narrow understanding of 
citizenship would serve as the photographer’s “test of true Americanism,” which he would 
attempt to apply to other minority groups in the era, but which would ultimately crumble in the 
face of the postwar social movements for racial equality that would soon take shape. In the final 
chapter of my dissertation, I consider Adams’s attempts to reconcile his apolitical citizenship 
with the demands of civil rights activists within the context of a photobook based on the theme 
of African-American education. 
 
Landscape Legacy and Archival Construction 
 
Adams’s selection and framing for the two concluding images in Born Free and Equal 
reproduces the human/nature premise of the earlier pages of the book (as well as the 
human/nature divide) but rather than narrate the effects of the environment had on detainees, the 
pairing functions to construct a relationship between detainees and the reader. The penultimate 
image returns to the human-less landscape. (fig. 1.18) Taken in the early morning hours, the 
photograph captures the towering, snow-covered mountains of the Sierra Nevada range brightly 
illuminated by a rising sun. In the distant foreground, a patch of bare cottonwood trees on the 
valley floor are highlighted by the sun’s stretching rays, but the majority of the valley and the 
undulating foothills in the middle distance remain cast in near darkness; mountain range, 
foothills, and valley floor each register in distinct, dramatic panes running horizontally across the 
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frame. In the midst of the illuminated cottonwoods, a grazing horse appears in silhouette as the 
lone figure against an operatic expanse of earth and sky. The caption below the image reads, “In 
the presence of the ancient mountains the people of Manzanar await their destiny.” The 
temporality of the image is explicitly divided by the foothills, as Cecil Whiting has observed, 
between the eternal past of the mountains and the modern present of the foreground.58 In Born 
Free and Equal, Adams’s caption inserts a concern for an impending future. However, “the 
people of Manzanar,” despite their labor and hard-earned Americanism, are rendered passive in 
the construction of that future as they “await their destiny.”  
The final image in the book is an uncaptioned portrait that appears on the very last page. 
(fig. 1.19) Distinct from those portraits that precede it both in composition and in the subject’s 
expression, the last portrait hints at the subjective complexity of individuals at Manzanar. The 
image of the unnamed figure is even more tightly cropped than those seen earlier in the book. 
Only the man’s face is visible, positioned at a slight angle and framed with fragmented dark 
shapes from his hair and the popped collar of the jacket he wears. He is one of the few 
individuals in the book pictured without a smile. In her reading of the image, Jasmin Alinder 
identifies the individual and remarks upon the portrait’s power: 
Unlike many of the other portraits in Born Free and Equal, this photograph of 
Yuchi Hirata does not depict an optimistic Nisei, proudly plying his trade or 
smiling eagerly for the camera, but a person who leaves the viewer with a far 
more ambivalent feeling. Hirata looks at the viewer in a fashion completely self-
possessed and self-aware and without the desire to compromise. 
 
Hirata’s portrait is indeed compelling. His piercing and direct gaze issues a forceful call for 
recognition. Yet, it is important to stress that within the context of Born Free and Equal, the 
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basis for recognition is strongly determined by the assimilating model for national belonging that 
Adams advances throughout the book. Additionally, placed shortly after Adams’s “ancient 
mountains” image, Hirata is made to stand in waiting. If he is “without the desire to 
compromise,” as Alinder notes, he is also without the opportunity to act, for Adams’s concluding 
section of the book has shifted the impetus for action to the reader, primarily (though not 
exclusively) envisioned as white and liberal. Thus, while Adams’s final images were intended to 
implicate the reader in the prejudices that led to Japanese incarceration, the pairing also 
reinforces the white reader’s superior social position as civic actor. 
 In the concluding section of text bracketed by the “ancient mountains” image on one end 
and by Hirata’s portrait on the other, Adams makes clear his primary imagined readership by 
beginning with the lines: “Perhaps we find it difficult to visualize the life and mental attitudes of 
the evacuees. We are, in the main, protected and established in security considerably above other 
peoples.” This statement is shortly followed by Adams’s plea to the reader not to “escape the 
implications of our civilization,” which behooves dignified and respectful social relations. “The 
world has seldom seen our superior in intellect and accomplishment,” Adams states, “nor has it 
seen our inferior in many aspects of human relationship.”59 Adams’s reference to the failures of 
white American society with regard to human relationships did not directly encompass the mass 
incarceration of Japanese and Japanese-Americans. Rather, he highlights a specific event 
involving a Japanese fishing village on Terminal Islands off the coast of Los Angeles where a 
number of fishermen were arrested in the immediate aftermath of Pearl Harbor. In Adams’s 
telling, these men were held unjustly for a year or more while their families were made to 
wander the streets of L.A.’s Little Tokyo until the relocation centers opened. All of this, “burned 
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deep scars in the hearts of those who came to Manzanar,” Adams notes. However, in his 
retelling, the Center itself is transformed into a space of reunion, one where “the fathers against 
whom there is no record of disloyalty have now rejoined their families.”60 As always, Adams 
might issue critiques of social and political failings within Born Free and Equal, but only insofar 
as they ultimately prove the nation’s democratic spirit by being overcome. In the photographer’s 
estimation, and as the concluding section makes clear, internment was a response to racism, not 
an extension of it. The future of the “loyal” Japanese Americans pictured within the book, 
Adams implies, would be determined by the American public’s willingness to adhere to the 
nation’s principles and recognize the Americanism in the hearts, minds, and appearance of his 
subjects. 
The ultimate public impact of Born Free and Equal is hard to determine, as numbers 
regarding its publication and sale are unconfirmed. In discussions with the book’s publisher, 
Adams pushes for a run of 25,000 copies, which would sell for $1.00 a piece.61 In an effort to 
emphasize the necessity of such a large quantity to U.S. Camera, Adams estimates that at least 
10,000 copies alone could be sold within the camps.62 The belief that detainees would by and 
large appreciate his book underscores Adams’s complex mix of naiveté, business savvy, and 
didactic intentions. Here, the photographer’s treaties of true Americanism is positioned less as a 
reflection of Japanese Americans’ cultural assimilation and more as an instruction manual for 
such. It is unclear how many copies of Born Free and Equal were actually printed, let alone sold. 
Scholars have noted that Born Free and Equal was among the top ten books sold in San 
Francisco in 1944, but they also suggest that it fell from public attention due to poor 
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distribution.63 At the time of its production, Adams believed Born Free and Equal was among 
the most important things he had ever done, but his personal enthusiasm for the project would 
fade as the years went by. Towards the end of his career, he would regret hearing that unsold 
copies of the book were destroyed, and he would variously blame the publisher’s lack of 
promotion and the public’s conservative tastes for limiting the project’s success.64  
In the 1960s, Adams’s Manzanar images received a fresh afterlife. In 1965, at the request 
of Dr. Edgar Breitenbach, Curator of Prints and Photographs at the Library of Congress, Adams 
donated his images to the Library, offering a statement that reiterates his original approach: 
The purpose of my work was to show how these people, suffering under a great 
injustice, and loss of property, businesses and professions, had overcome the 
sense of defeat and dispair [sic] by building for themselves a vital community in 
an arid (but magnificent) environment. All in all, I think this Manzanar collection 
is an important historical document, and I trust it can be put to good use.65 
 
Adams’s statement again foregrounds his belief in the important relationship between the natural 
environment and the individuals at Manzanar, but he notably excluded from his donation certain 
landscapes made during his time at the camp. The Library of Congress collection does not 
include the image of the “ancient mountains” from Born Free and Equal, even as this image was 
a key piece to the book’s closing narrative and was made just twenty miles south of the camp 
during one of Adams’s visits. The image has instead come to reside among the photographer’s 
most well-known photographs under the title Winter Sunrise, the Sierra Nevada, from Lone Pine, 
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California, which makes no reference to Manzanar or Japanese incarceration. (fig. 1.20) Another 
image, Mount Williamson, Sierra Nevada, from Manzanar, which did not appear in Born Free 
and Equal but is explicitly linked to the context of Japanese incarceration in the title, was 
similarly omitted from the donation. These images were reserved for the photographer’s personal 
archives installed at the University of Arizona’s Center for Creative Photography. 
The stakes of these omissions go beyond the financial benefits Adams accrued by 
maintaining the copyright on the landscapes, although this too highlights important monetary 
concerns driving the photographer’s career. The greater stakes rest in how the divide between the 
public archive and his private creative archive reproduces a collective investment in 
photography’s binary folklore between art and document, perpetuating a narrow understanding 
of Adams’s photographic practice more generally.66 Archives are “instituting imaginaries,” as 
Achille Mbembe has argued, imposing chronologies, themes, and classifications on material 
deemed archivable in efforts to validate established powers.67 In the context of state archives, 
documents lose their authorship and enter a realm of co-ownership, which can either serve to 
challenge the state or absolve it of past failings and debts. The paradox of the archive that 
Mbembe identifies is similar to the paradox of photographic meaning, which is always 
threatening to slip through the fingers of those who seek to control it. In his conscious 
construction of separate archives, Adams applied one slippery form onto another and found some 
success in making it stick. He relinquished a level of authorship over his Manzanar images and 
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in the process maintained and enhanced a hold on his identity as an apolitical creative artist. 
While their existence in the public domain has made the Manzanar images attractive for museum 
exhibitions, which in some ways do celebrate Adams as producer, his work on Japanese 
internment is consistently framed as the exception that proves the rule: the one time the creative 
photographer got political. 
To this point, the absence of the landscapes from the Manzanar collection and Adams’s 
characterization of the collection as “an important historical document” is interesting to consider 
in relation to another reflective statement the photographer made on the project in which, 
discussing the 1944 exhibition of the Manzanar images at MoMA, he bemoaned the fact that his 
images had been misunderstood and “not accepted as art.”68 The status of the Manzanar images 
as either art or documentary might appear fixed by the archival contexts in which the landscapes 
and the portraits now respectively rest. But clearly, by the artist’s own admission, their status is 
more complex. My interest is not to take Adams’s Manzanar photographs seriously as “Art,” as 
he might have wished, but to consider what new dimensions of the political his Manzanar 
collection might help to highlight in his fine art practice and official canon when it is not taken as 
anomaly, but rather understood as indicative of broader liberal currents guiding the 
photographer’s career. With this in mind, the next chapter takes up Adams’s 1950 publication 
My Camera in the National Parks, a fine art portfolio of landscapes produced for the popular 
market that exhibits the same investment in frontier narratives and whiteness that characterize 
Born Free and Equal. 
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CHAPTER 2:  
“What We Are Fighting For”: Ansel Adams’s My Camera in the National Parks 
 
In the fall of 1950, Ansel Adams published My Camera in the National Parks, a large-format, 
spiral-bound book featuring thirty photographic landscapes depicting the National Parks and 
Monuments of the continental United States and the U.S. territories of Alaska and Hawai’i. On 
the book’s dust jacket, Adams featured an image from Grand Teton National Park in Wyoming. 
(fig. 2.1) The photograph exemplifies what has become the photographer’s signature aesthetic. 
Employing an expansive depth-of-field and an elevated perspective, Adams placed the 
meandering Snake River in the foreground against the striking Teton Range of the Rocky 
Mountains in the distance. The point-of-view looks westward and the natural scene appears 
arrested at a moment of transition. The relative calm of the image’s bottom half contrasts with 
and enhances the drama in progress at the top where the Teton’s jagged peaks reach up toward 
the clearing clouds of a once-stormy sky. Adams delighted in creating images that celebrated 
nature’s majesty and expressed an optimistic view of the relationship between the natural and 
human worlds.69 The presentation of The Teton Range and the Snake River on the cover of My 
Camera in the National Parks leaves little ambiguity as to the publication’s larger premise. As 
American landscape painters and photographers of the eighteenth and nineteen centuries had 
before, Adams equates the United States’ national character with the impressive natural character 
of the nation’s geography. Published in the wake of World War II, Adams’s scene symbolized 
American resilience in the face of trying times. 
                                               
69 Cécile Whiting refers to the optimism that characterizes Adams’s understanding of the human-
nature relationship as a “moral sublime.” Cécile Whiting, “The Sublime and The Banal in 
Postwar Photography of the American West,” American Art 27, no. 2 (Summer 2013): 44–67.  
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Although published after the war, the idea for the book and the image that graces its 
cover were born years earlier at the onset of the Second World War in December of 1941. At the 
time, Adams was working with the U.S. Department of Interior (DOI) to produce photo murals 
representing federal parklands, reservations, and DOI land reclamation projects. Responding to 
the patriotic fervor of the moment—and recognizing that his continued employment might be in 
jeopardy—Adams wrote to his contact at the DOI making a case for the significance of the mural 
project. “I believe my work relates most efficiently to an emotional presentation of ‘what we are 
fighting for,’” Adams proclaimed.70 For the photographer, the national parks were the fullest 
expression of the democratic ideals upon which the war was presumably waged. Predictably, 
however, the DOI was unable to renew Adams’s contract as the federal government redirected its 
attention and resources toward defense spending in the years that followed. As the war came to 
an end in 1945, Adams sought out the means to continue his study of the national parks 
independently and in 1946 he received a prestigious Guggenheim Fellowship for just that 
purpose. When My Camera in the National Parks was published in 1950, Adams positioned it as 
a statement on the significance of nature to American society and an emotional appeal to the 
public to support the continued conservation of their shared natural heritage. Framing his cover 
image with his name in large type at the top and with the book title in smaller print below, 
Adams also identified himself as the preeminent interpreter of both nation and nature. 
 My Camera in the National Parks contains some of Adams’s most celebrated and 
recognizable landscapes, yet others in the book are relatively obscure within the photographer’s 
oeuvre and the book itself has received little attention from scholars. This chapter examines the 
                                               
70 Ansel Adams to E.K. Burlew, First Assistant Secretary, Department of Interior, hereafter 
“Burlew,” December 28, 1941. Ansel Adams Personnel File.  
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photobook as an outgrowth of Adams’s DOI commission and considers the aesthetic and 
conceptual evolution it underwent between its prewar and postwar iterations. I am particularly 
interested in the postwar additions of the U.S. territories of Hawai’i and Alaska to the project 
roster for what they reveal about Adams’s landscape practice and postwar geopolitics. Facing a 
global anticolonial movement and a booming but tenuous economy in the postwar years, the 
United States moved to secure its control of land and its access to markets through statehood for 
Hawai’i and Alaska.71 In his study of Hawaiian statehood, Dean Itsuji Saranillio summarizes this 
move as settler colonialism’s tendency to “fail forward,” a conceptual framing that “highlights 
how the present failures of capitalism have long been imagined to be resolved through settler 
futures.”72 Adams’s Guggenheim travels to Hawaii National Park and to the national parks of 
Alaska coincided with the start of a politically contested postwar campaign for Hawaiian 
statehood and a less-contested but equally protracted campaign for Alaskan statehood with the 
United States. By featuring images from Alaska and Hawai’i within the imagined American 
landscape of his book, Adams took a pro-statehood stance on the issue of the territories’ national 
belonging and extended the nation’s borders into the Pacific. My Camera in the National Parks 
thus envisions the settler future of Alaska and Hawai’i, and, as my analysis of the book reveals, it 
does so through the insertion of the territories into the nation’s imagined past.  
                                               
71 Other U.S. territories experienced changes in their colonial relationship with the United States 
during this time. The Philippines achieved full independence and Puerto Rico became a 
Commonwealth territory. While Commonwealth status granted some local control to Puerto 
Ricans, it was largely superficial. The colonial subjugation of the Islands and of Puerto Ricans 
continues today. Additionally, American Samoa, Guam, the Northern Mariana Islands, and the 
U.S. Virgin Islands remain U.S. territories. 
72 Dean Itsuji Saranillio, Unsustainable Empire: Alternative Histories of Hawai’i Statehood 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2018), 9–12. 
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This chapter proceeds in three parts, beginning with a consideration of Adams’s 
government commission with the U.S. Department of Interior between 1941 and 1942. Adams 
acknowledges the commission as the impetus for My Camera in the National Parks, but the 
book’s final iteration as an independently produced, high-end photobook serves to obscures its 
state-based origins and agendas with the veneer of personal expression—my camera, as Adams 
insists through the title. Reconnecting My Camera in the National Parks with its moment of 
conception within the context of a state-sponsored project and explicitly trying it to the war helps 
underscore the ideological functions of the photobook. Second, I analyze the content, structure, 
and material character of the photobook. Mobilizing the concept of “a settler-colonial grammar 
of place,” as advanced by Seneca scholar Mishuana Goeman, I see the book as a map or atlas 
that reproduces settler logics of space and time thus envisioning the territorial boundaries of the 
United States as natural and determined. For Goeman, settler grammar refers to the “repetitive 
practices of everyday life that give settler place meaning and structure.”73 While official methods 
of government policy and law such as the establishment of the national parks play a central role 
in the settler-colonial process, especially in the initial periods of territorial conquest, settler 
claims are also staked and re-staked through less official but equally significant means such as 
through processes of representation within visual arts and popular culture, through travel and 
leisure activities, and through the circulation of historical narratives that come to inform 
everyday practice, all of which are activated in one way or another through My Camera in the 
National Parks. The settler-colonial grammar of the book is particularly evident in the way 
Adams recycles frontier logics of progress and “manifest destiny” in order to map the landscape 
                                               
73 Mishuana Goeman, “Disrupting the Settler-Colonial Grammar of Place: The Visual Memoir of 
Hulleah Tsinhnahjinnie,” in Theorizing Native Studies, edited by Audra Simpson and Andrea 
Smith (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2014): 237. 
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in time and space as always already American. Finally, I end the chapter with a closer look at 
Adams’s work in Alaska and Hawai’i, examining how the photographer’s perceptions of each 
resonate within the American colonial imagination.  
 
The Mural Project, 1941–1942 
Planning for My Camera in the National Parks began in 1941 when the U.S. Department of 
Interior commissioned Adams to complete large-scale photo-murals for installation in their 
headquarters in Washington D.C. The commission provided Adams with support for travel to 
public parklands outside his home state of California and encouraged him to begin thinking 
about the significance of the parks on a larger scale. The story of the DOI commission highlights 
the enmeshed relationship between the photographer’s photographic practice, the colonial logics 
of the settler state, and government-commissioned projects past and present.  
Adams acquired the DOI commission as the result of his own active solicitation and the 
department’s administrative character in the 1930s. Under the direction of Secretary Harold 
Ickes, a new expanded DOI building was constructed in Washington D.C. in 1933, and, as part 
of a New Deal art program, Ickes and the U.S. Treasury Department allocated a portion of 
building funds for the explicit purpose of art commissions.74 Adams first met Ickes at a 
                                               
74 David W. Look and Carole L. Perrault, The Interior Building: Its Architecture and Its Art 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of the Interior, National Park Service, Preservation 
Assistance Division, 1986): 15–16; Peter Wright and John Armor, “Introduction,” The Mural 
Project: Photography by Ansel Adams (Santa Barbara, CA: Reverie Press, 1989), iv. For 
contemporary scholarship exploring Department of Interior art commissions, especially through 
the lens of race and colonialism, see Erika Doss, “Between Modernity and ‘the Real Thing’: 
Maynard Dixon’s Mural for the Bureau of Indian Affairs,” American Art 18, no. 3 (Fall 2004): 
8–24; Jennifer McLerran, A New Deal for Native Art: Indian Arts and Federal Policy, 1933–
1943 (Tucson, AZ: University of Arizona Press, 2009); Sara A. Butler, “Reimagining the 
Movement: Beyond the Art of Negro Advancement at the Interior Building, 1937–1948” 
American Art 28, no. 2 (Summer 2014): 70–87. 
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conference on national and state parks in 1936. The photographer was there as a representative of 
the Sierra Club and had come “armed with his photographs” to advocate on behalf of continued 
nature preservation in California.75 The initial meeting between the photographer and the 
government official would grow into a mutually-productive professional relationship. In 1940, 
Ickes used Adams’s portfolio of landscapes Sierra Nevada, the John Muir Trail (1938) to help 
persuade the Roosevelt administration to establish Kings Canyon National Park. Discussions for 
the DOI mural project began in the late summer of 1941. 
As with all his endeavors, Adams’s enthusiasm and ambitions for the mural project were 
high. The photographer expanded upon Ickes’s initial inquiry into the possibility of a single 
photo-mural and proposed a multi-stage project that would result in the creation of murals 
throughout the DOI’s headquarters and satellite buildings and in imagery available for use in 
promotional material more broadly. In a project proposal drawn up by the photographer in 
August 1941, Adams set parameters for the work at hand. Regarding the technique behind the 
murals, Adams felt strongly that each mural should be comprised of a singular image and not be 
constructed as photo-montage, which he understood as a “dated” mode of production.76 
Additionally, contrasting the photo-murals with the painted murals that already adorned the walls 
of the DOI building, Adams noted that a singular photograph was not suited to historical 
narrative and that he did not want his work to be merely decorative. Instead, he stressed his 
intention to produce works for the DOI that would be “forcefully interpretive.”  By this, Adams 
stressed that his photographs would carry symbolic meaning beyond the purely informational.  
                                               
75 Jonathan Spaulding, Ansel Adams and the American Landscape: A Biography (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1995), 129. 
76 Adams is vague on the exact technique he would employ for the murals but is optimistic that 




Maintaining a level of control over his images within the government commission was 
particularly important to Adams, especially given the tone he believed government commissions 
of photography had taken on through the Farm Security Administration (FSA). In the 1930s, the 
FSA ran an influential media program employing photographers such as Dorothea Lange, 
Walker Evans, Russell Lee, and Arthur Rothstein to document the social impact of the Great 
Depression. Adams felt this work generally defined documentary photography in terms of 
negative content—dust storms, poor farmers, and sad migrants. (fig. 2.2) In his proposal to the 
DOI, Adams stressed how his project would differ from FSA imagery in its positive approach:  
The treatment I propose for the [project] would in no way be reminiscent of the 
Documentary photography of the 1930’s, in which a more-or-less negative aspect 
of our civilization was stressed for purposes of social improvement and reform. I 
would stress the positive aspects; the advancement of civilization and the 
grandeur of our natural environment. 
 
Overall, in positioning his work against contemporaneous U.S.-based documentary photography 
as well as the photomontage that had been popular in Europe in recent decades, Adams 
demonstrates not only his awareness of various representational trends but also his distaste for 
them, insisting that the style of his murals would be “consistent, effective, and in fine taste.” 
Adams’s proposal outlines three primary subjects for the photo-murals: “A: The methods 
and benefits of intelligent conservation of our natural resources. B: The enrichment of life 
through the vast reclamation projects. C: The greatness of the Natural Scene (the National 
Parks), and its emotional and spiritual effects on our people.”77 Adams felt these subjects 
foregrounded the DOI’s most socially-enriching activities. While documentation of the national 
parks was identified as the focus for the initial phase of the project, future phases related to 
                                               




“Indian Art and Crafts,” “Indian Life in General,” and “Mining, Grazing, and Fisheries” were 
also discussed.78 Although the project was intended to take place through different phases, 
Adams worked the various angles simultaneously. As a result, the collection of images produced 
during the photographer’s DOI contract includes studies of Boulder Dam (known today as 
Hoover Dam) and portraits of Native Americans and their cultural practices as well as the grand, 
sweeping views of national parks for which Adams is known. 
Adams began to work on the photo-mural project before his official appointment with the 
DOI began. In the fall of 1941, as Adams and the DOI worked out the details of his hire, the 
photographer embarked on travel throughout the Southwest for a job with Crocker-Union, a 
publishing firm known for their guidebooks and lithographed food labels. Although his contract 
had not yet finalized, Adams was able to procure film from the government to get a head start on 
the government commission and he used part of his travel days to photograph in Southwestern 
parks and reservations. Adams’s photographs from this trip focus largely on themes of 
reclamation projects and Native American arts and culture, and they suggest ways in which the 
photographer worked to balance his personal interest in the symbolism of the natural scene with 
the goal of supporting DOI initiatives.  
In his initial approach to the mural project, Adams felt that a focus on Boulder Dam 
would offer a compelling centerpiece for the reclamation theme. Visiting the site from Las Vegas 
in early October, Adams took a handful of studies that contrast the organic natural forms of 
Black Canyon along the Colorado River with the geometric angles and patterns of the engineered 
dam. In one such study, the smooth concrete face of Boulder Dam’s upper crest is depicted in the 
middle distance, positioned in such a way so as to recede into the mountains of the background. 
                                               
78 Ansel Adams to E. K. Burlew, September 30, 1941. Ansel Adams Personnel File. 
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(fig. 2.3) On the left, a transmission tower juts out from a foreground boulder, seeming to defy 
gravity in its angular position against the rocky canyon walls. Its form is repeated by a second 
tower in the near distance. Powerlines multiply out from each, extending out across the horizon 
and down outside the frame to the powerhouse beneath the Dam’s spillway. Their dynamic 
diagonal lines intersect with the vertical pull of the Dam and the strong horizontal character of 
the mountains, which appear as a series of undulating hills stacked horizontally across the frame, 
each fading ever more slightly to signal the spatial depth of the canyon. If, following Cécile 
Whiting, we read the spatial registers of Adams’s images as temporal stages with the past 
symbolized in the background and the present in the foreground, the Dam crest functions as a 
metaphoric bridge between the wilderness of the past and the controlled environment of the 
present (it is also, of course, a literal bridge allowing traffic to cross the reservoir). Visually 
linking the human-made Dam with the imagined wilderness of bygone days, Adams depicts 
Boulder Dam as an impressive engineering feat in balance, if not exactly harmony, with the 
natural environment of the Colorado River. 
After his time at Boulder Dam, Adams continued his trip south to photograph the pueblos 
of New Mexico and Northern Arizona. In his initial proposal, he specifically stated his plans to 
focus on “the advancement of civilization,” and the images he produced of Native Americans 
and pueblo architecture underscore how “civilization” was defined through the construction of a 
“primitive” other. His images of adobe churches in the Taos and Acoma Pueblos help illustrate 
the point. While these churches were still in active use, Adams’s unpopulated and highly 
aestheticized images depict the sites as frozen in time. (fig. 2.4) There are no distinct spatial 
registers to suggest a coherent past or present as in his study of Boulder Dam or his image Winter 
Sunrise, Lone Pine (discussed in the previous chapter, see fig. 1.20). Rather, the buildings are 
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foregrounded against blank skies and pictured at angles that make them appear to withdraw from 
the spectator. The sites are thus made to represent a past that is present but also distinct from the 
viewer in line with the era’s “romantic primitivism” discourse that imagined Native Americans 
as static figures free from the pressures of modern life. This discourse often venerated Native 
American culture as closer to nature than that of white Euro-Americans, and indeed in Adams’s 
study, the adobe church seems to rise up directly from the desert floor. But this line of thinking 
also had the effect of denying Native Americans the individual agency and intellect associated 
with “civilization.” In contrast to his study of Boulder Dam, which positions the human-made 
and the natural in such a way as to build a lineage between the two while also signaling human 
advancement, Adams’s study of the church envisions the building as natural and static. Viewers 
would have likely attributed the most recognizable human-made elements—the crosses that top 
the church towers—to Western influence. 
In addition to architecture, Adams also produced a few portraits of individuals, mostly 
women and children, and a series of images documenting Native performers at the San Ildefonso 
Pueblo outside Santa Fe, New Mexico. His images of Native performers are particularly 
interesting for the way they speak to the complexities and contradictions inherent in maintaining 
the myth of romantic primitivism. In one of the San Ildefonso images, men dressed in elaborate, 
feathered regalia are pictured in profile as they walk down a set of stairs, perhaps in procession 
to a performance site. (fig. 2.5) The image is taken at an angle that reveals crowds of tourists and 
automobiles in the distance, perhaps in a nod to the Bureau of Indian Affairs New Deal policies 
that meant to encourage tourism on reservations.79 In contrast to the “modern” tourists, the 
                                               
79 It is unclear how familiar Adams was with specific BIA policies, but his note to photograph 
“Indian arts and crafts” and his images of Southwestern pueblos in the DOI collection suggest 
some alignment with New Deal era federal policies towards Native Americans. Jennifer 
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appearance of the performers would at first seem to confirm a stereotype of the “primitive” 
Indian, but as the traditional contrasts with the modern, it all starts to unravel as performance.  
This point is perhaps better made through another image by Adams, which was taken at 
the bottom of what seems to be the same stairway. It shows three men at different stages of 
descent and a young girl about halfway up the staircase. (fig. 2.6) The man at the very top is still 
and reflective as he looks out of the frame, while two men carrying drums are captured in the 
process of descent. By virtue of their dress, these three men might be viewed as general “Indian” 
types, but elements of the photograph also challenge this stereotype. For one, there is a tension 
created between the still and moving figures that encourages a more sustained study of the image 
than Adams’s aestheticized and controlled architectural studies might. As viewer’s examine the 
distinct male figures on the stairway, subtle differences in their appearance emerge. Their 
clothing is revealed not only to combine various Native and western elements (the man at the 
front sports moccasins and a fringed vest comfortably over a plaid button-up shirt, for example), 
but also to display differences in texture, pattern, and accessory that individualize the men.  
Given the men’s cross-cultural appearance and active character (whether that action is 
one of body or intellect, as with the reflective man at top), Adams’s image does not support the 
simplistic notion of a static culture. But neither does it adhere to an assimilationist narrative of 
clear progression from “Indian” to western. The girl in the image in particular prevents such a 
reading. Like the men with drums, she too appears somewhat active, caught in the process of 
either standing up or sitting down. With her bouncing curls, simple collared dress, stockings, and 
dark saddle shoes, she could easily fit into any 1940s American classroom. Yet, her position in 
                                               
McLerran, A New Deal for Native Art: Indian Arts and Federal Policy, 1933–1943 (Tucson, AZ: 
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relation to the male figures cannot be understood as one of linear change or descent. She is 
almost in stride with the man next to her and is directly in line with the gentleman at the top of 
the staircase. Her presence transforms the image from a lineage of three to a unit of four and in 
the process raises themes of intergenerational, cultural, and gendered exchange and coevality 
within the San Ildefonso Pueblo, while also pointing to the Pueblo’s coevality with American 
society more broadly. In this image, Adams becomes the marked fifth figure through the direct 
gaze of the man near the bottom of the stairway, whose brow seems raised in curiosity at the 
prospect of being photographed. Like the study from the side of the stairway that juxtaposes 
performers and tourists, this image carries too much ambiguity and directs too much attention to 
the process of cultural production to serve any clear function as document of an unchanging, 
simplistic Native culture. 
Although it is impossible to know which images Adams would have chosen for the DOI 
murals had the project not been cut short by the war, it seems likely that the nuanced identity of 
Native subjects discernible in his San Ildefonso performance studies would have faded in favor 
of more aestheticized architectural studies and portraits, as was the case with his first published 
photobook, Taos Pueblo (1930). A high-end publication featuring fourteen photographs and a 
separate ethnographic narrative written by Mary Austin, Taos Pueblo reflects a modernist 
appropriation of Native culture for the benefit of the white (often male) artist.80 Adams’s portrait 
of Tony Lujan, who acted as the photographer’s intermediary with the Taos Pueblo during the 
project, is indicative of the book’s illustrations and reveals their alignment with the era’s 
                                               
80 Originally produced in a run of 108 copies, bounded in linen and leather, and expensively 
priced, Taos Pueblo’s target audience was the well-off art collectors of the Western regions. For 
a more in-depth analysis of the production of Taos Pueblo, see Rebecca Senf, “Ansel Adams in 
New Mexico, 1927–1930” in “Ansel Adams’s ‘Practical Modernism’: The Development of a 
Commercial Photographer, 1916–1936,” (PhD Dissertation, Boston University, 2008), 166–228. 
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romantic primitivism.81 (fig. 2.7) Featured as the second plate in Taos Pueblo and titled A Man of 
Taos, the portrait depicts Lujan as an anonymous, cloaked figure who is made to stand in for the 
larger Taos community. His idealized, static appearance aligns with the false (yet commonly 
held) notion that Native people were noble primitives. Despite Adams’s personal relationship 
with Lujan and his professed respect for Taos culture, the people and their pueblo serve as props 
for his creative ambitions at the time as Adams saw this book primarily as a creative endeavor 
and a way for him to make a name for himself as a serious photographer early in his career. 
Moreover, a decade later, Adams’s architectural studies from Southwestern pueblos taken for the 
mural project suggest little difference in his overall conceptual approach. The convergence, then, 
of traditional and modern elements in studies such as those he took of performers at San 
Ildefonso speaks less to a newfound interest in depicting the complex modern lives of Native 
Americans and more to the difficulty of conforming these individuals to the romantic 
primitivism that characterized BIA policies at the time. 
Adams’s adherence to mainstream perceptions toward Native Americans is also reflected 
in his request for a letter of clearance from the DOI in preparation for his travels to the 
Southwest. Perhaps with his work in the Taos Pueblo in mind, Adams wrote to his contact at the 
DOI in hopes of securing a letter that would facilitate his access to sensitive nature preserves and 
ease any potential resistance he might meet from Native American communities during the 
course of his travels. When making the request, Adams remarked upon “the natural Indian 
reticence in regard [to] the camera.”82 There is some ambiguity in the meaning of the term 
                                               
81 For more on nativism and the Southwest art colonies, see Shannon Egan, “‘Yet in a Primitive 
Condition’: Edward S. Curtis’s North American Indian,” American Art 20, no. 3 (Fall 2006): 58–
83; John Ott, “Reform in Redface: The Taos Society of Artists Plays Indian,” American Art 23, 
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82 Ansel Adams to E. K. Burlew, September 27, 1941. Ansel Adams Personnel File.  
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“natural” in Adams’s statement. It could be meant to express an understandable reticence on the 
part of individuals who have historically been misrepresented by white photographers. However, 
given Adams’s prior work on Taos Pueblo, it is more likely a reflection of the photographer’s 
belief in a racially-circumscribed “Indian” nature. 
While Adams was travelling through the Southwest photographing Boulder Dam and 
Native American communities, DOI administrators back in Washington were working to smooth 
out some conflicts of interest raised by his hire. Adams and his wife Virginia were owners and 
operators of Best’s Studio in Yosemite National Park, for which the National Park System (NPS) 
issued an operating permit stipulating that no financial benefits should be accrued from permit 
holders who were also government employees.83 In his justification to the DOI, Adams presented 
Best’s Studio primarily as Virginia’s endeavor, although in reality the space served as a de facto 
gallery for Adams and as the headquarters for the couples’ publishing endeavors.84 To proceed 
with Adams’s DOI hire, special approval was sought by the Civil Service Commission which 
permitted Adams’s employment provided “his work for the Government has nothing to do with 
the relations of the corporation to the Government.”85 Although a case might be made that 
Adams’s appointment as photo-muralist with the DOI had little direct impact on the Studio’s 
operations or finances, or that its impact would have been minimal during the course of the 
commission, My Camera in the National Parks—a direct product of the commission—was 
certainly a money-making endeavor for Adams. Virginia Adams is also listed as a joint publisher 
                                               
83 Additionally, some finesse was required to work out the photographer’s salary: Adams’s main 
salary ($22.22 per day, up to 180 working days per year) was provided through the National Park 
Services’ Research and Interpretation Division and his travel reimbursements were taken from a 
contingent fund from within Secretary Ickes’s office.  
84 The studio is still owned by the Adams family and is in operation today as The Ansel Adams 
Gallery. 
85 Untitled Memo, signed GWN, dated October 31, 1941. Ansel Adams Personnel File. 
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of the book and Yosemite National Park as the place of publication. The federal waiver of the 
financial stipulations guiding Best’s Studio’s NPS permit and the letter of clearance permitting 
Adams’s travel throughout NPS sites, personally issued by Secretary Ickes, are significant for 
how the DOI project facilitated the production of images that would come to define Adams’s life 
and work, especially the landscapes that continue to circulate today. The Teton Range and the 
Snake River, the image Adams selected for the cover of My Camera in the National Parks, is a 
prime example, and its production leads us to consideration of the photobook itself. 
 Adams’s travels around the Southwest in the fall of 1941 were followed by a second 
extended trip around North Western park sites in the Spring of 1942, which is when The Teton 
Range and the Snake River was made. The trip however was preceded by the onset of World 
War II, which drastically narrowed Adams’s focus for the mural project. Just a few weeks after 
the attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941 and the United States’ declaration of war 
against Japan, the photographer preemptively wrote to his contact at the DOI remarking upon the 
uncertainty of the mural project’s future and offering his services more broadly. “I believe my 
work relates most efficiently to an emotional presentation of ‘what we are fighting for’” Adams 
stated, “but if the need should arise I will gladly undertake any type of work required.”86 His 
offer to assist with photographic instruction, organization, and production related to the war was 
beyond the scope of the DOI’s activities, but his letter was forwarded on to various government 
departments, eventually reaching management in the Division of Information at the Office of 
Emergency Management as well as Roy Stryker, the director of the Farm Security 
Administration. The DOI maintained its contract with Adams as it had been laid out just months 
prior, but it was unable to continue the commission beyond that time.  
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In the spring of 1942, with the knowledge that the mural project was effectively 
cancelled, Adams made one last trip for the DOI commission before his contract officially ran 
out that June. There is no indication in his employee file as to why Adams would continue to 
take photographs rather than produce photo-murals from the negatives he already had, but 
whatever the reasons, this final trip was certainly the most beneficial for Adams on a personal 
and creative level. He visited Yellowstone National Park, Glacier National Park, Rocky 
Mountain National Park, and Grand Teton National Park, and this time his focus was exclusively 
upon the landscape. In the midst of the unnerving uncertainty of the war—and at the same 
moment that his fellow San Franciscans of Japanese descent were being rounded up by the 
government, as discussed in the previous chapter—Adams could retreat into the landscape of the 
national parks, finding solace in the towering snow-capped mountains of the West, especially as 
they faded and reappeared from behind an ever-shifting expanse of clouds above. It was during 
this trip that he produced The Teton Range and the Snake River. The symbolism of the image, its 
exultation of the nation as a bedrock against negative forces, would only increase in the years to 
come. 
As Adams’s contract with the DOI drew to a close, he remained hopeful that the mural 
project might be picked up again in the future but he also took measures to ensure his work on 
the national parks would make it to public view one way or another. At the end of his 
government contract, the photographer provided the DOI with a collection of 225 working prints 
from the negatives he produced for the project between October 1941 and June 1942. Although 
his contract stipulated that the photographic negatives themselves belonged to the government, 
he held on to these under the premise that he might need them to produce the photo-murals at a 
future date. Even as that possibility became less and less likely, Adams avoided sending the 
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mural project negatives to the Department of Interior. They would prove useful to Adams as 
compiled his selections for My Camera in the National Parks.  
In the meantime, Adams turned his attention towards a flurry of small jobs related to the 
war. Working with Dorothea Lange, he completed a project on the Spanish and Italian 
communities in the West for the Office of War Information, and he led small camera excursions 
and photographic instruction for various military branches in California. Some sections of 
Yosemite, as in other national park sites, were set up as military training and lodging spaces 
during the war and Adams’s knowledge of Yosemite Valley made him an attractive resource for 
the armed forces.87 In 1943, Adams began photographing individuals incarcerated at Manzanar 
Relocation Center, eventually producing Born Free and Equal: The Story of Loyal Japanese 
Americans. At Manzanar, Adams found further evidence to support his belief in nature’s 
symbolic power, which he had begun to articulate during the DOI commission, and he tied that 
power to the development of internee’s “true Americanism,” as discussed in chapter one. Shortly 
after the war ended in 1945, Adams applied for a Guggenheim Fellowship to continue his work 
on the national parks.  
As the evolution of the DOI mural project attests, WWII had a two-fold influence upon 
what would soon become My Camera in the National Parks. First, it was in relation to the war 
that Adams clarified his feelings around the national parks as representative of “what we are 
fighting for,” which in turn helps to define the nature of his conservation agenda. Contrary to 
making demands on the federal government to regulate industry and commercial development in 
concern for ecosystems and human welfare, as some might understand the aims of conservation, 
                                               
87 Adams outlines these projects in an undated letter to Nancy Newhall from 1943, see Mary 
Street Alinder and Andrea Gray Stillman, eds., Ansel Adams: Letters 1916–1984 (Boston, MA: 
Little, Brown and Company, 2001), 146. 
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Adams’s understanding of conservation in the 1940s and 1950s aligned with state myths of 
exceptionality and nobility. Additionally, the cancellation of funds for the DOI mural project 
actually had the effect of amplifying the message about the national parks that Adams hoped to 
broadcast. As murals, Adams’s images would have been installed in public spaces throughout the 
DOI headquarters in Washington D.C., making their audience relatively limited. When Adams 
received the Guggenheim Fellowship to continue his documentation of the national parks and 
monuments in 1946, he had the means to produce a high-quality photobook that could reach a 
wide audience with his message of national strength and resolve as told through the national 
parks.88 The story of Adams’s DOI commission underscores how the photographer could modify 
his creative approach to align with state interests but it also signals how he exceeded them to the 
continued benefit of the state. The idea that the national parks represent “what we are fighting 
for” was Adams’s alone, one he felt impassioned to pursue independently, but it is precisely in 
this way that My Camera in the National Parks can be understood as an expression of the 
hegemonic power of the white settler-state and of the covert work that the national parks perform 
in its service.  
 
My Camera in the National Parks: The Parks as “Symbols of an Advanced Society” 
 
My Camera in the National Parks is a large, vertically oriented book measuring approximately 
15 by 12 inches. The cover image sets the text’s celebratory tone and previews the formal style 
readers will encounter in its pages. As evidenced by The Tetons and Snake River, Adams’s 
classic style emphasized the drama of the natural world but largely in a serene and reassuring 
                                               
88 While the number of copies printed and sold of My Camera in the National Parks is unknown, 




way. (fig. 2.8) Wide tonal range, expansive depth-of-field, and abbreviated foregrounds all serve 
to highlight and enhance the monumentality of geological wonders, which tend to occupy the 
privileged center space of Adams’s images. The large format of My Camera in the National 
Parks matches and furthers the grandness Adams strove to convey visually. The photobook sits 
in the hands with weight and dominates the viewer’s field of vision when opened, encouraging 
“a reverential feeling,” as American art scholar Elizabeth Hutchinson has noted in regard to 
nineteenth-century photographic albums.89  
My Camera in the National Parks features thirty exquisitely reproduced images from 
National Parks and Monuments across the United States and the Territories of Hawai’i and 
Alaska. Each reproduction occupies its own page on the right-hand side of the spread, while the 
image’s title and location are printed in classic, modest type centered on the left-hand page. (fig. 
2.9) The isolation of images from text signaled the fine art status of the work, further reinforced 
by the book’s high price point. At ten dollars (equivalent to just over 100 dollars today), the book 
was a substantial expense. Adams justified the price by noting inside the book’s back dust jacket 
that individual reproductions could be removed and framed as if they were original prints. The 
image reproductions average about nine by six inches; they shift from horizontal to vertical 
format and from expansive view to detailed nature study throughout the book. The format of the 
book and the sharp focus of the reproductions encourage close, extended looking and Adams 
chose a high-gloss coated paper that contributes to the seduction of the viewer. The sheen of the 
                                               
89 Elizabeth Hutchinson, “They Might Be Giants: Galen Clark, Carleton Watkins, and the Big 
Tree,” in A Keener Perception: Ecocritical Studies in American Art History, edited by Alan C. 




page lends his images a luminous quality—snow-covered mountain peaks radiate beneath bright 
sunlight, leaves are moist with gleaming dewdrops, and lakes shimmer with ripples. 
The reverence encouraged by the book’s material character and design is echoed in 
Adams’s opening text for the book. Before encountering any images, the reader is first presented 
with a general statement on the project, followed by Adams’s essay entitled “The Meaning of the 
National Parks.” In these texts, Adams states his belief that the national parks are “symbols of an 
advanced society,” and he offers his images as sources of hope and inspiration for war-weary 
readers. “The earth promises to be more than a battle-field or hunting-ground,” Adams writes in 
his essay; “we dream of the time when it shall house one great family of co-operative beings. At 
least we have the promise of such a world even if the events of our immediate time suggest a 
return to tooth and claw.” Despite his humanist dreaming, Adams’s idea of an “advanced 
society” is grounded in a discourse of civilization that has historically justified violence against 
seemingly uncivilized others, and he views the existence of the national parks as proof that the 
United States is a civil and just nation. This sentiment is reinforced by an excerpt from Edward 
Carpenter’s four-volume prose Towards Democracy that appears printed on a page set apart from 
the artist’s essay: “Only that people can thrive that loves its land and swears to make it beautiful; 
For the land (the Demos) is the foundation-element of human life, and if the public relation to 
that is false, all else is of need false and inverted.”90 In the images that comprise the book’s main 
body, Adams literalizes Carpenter’s call to make the land beautiful. 
                                               
90 Adams first read Towards Democracy in the 1920s and would draw from Carpenter’s canon 
throughout his career. This particular line is also quoted in the artist’s publication, These We 
Inherit (1962). For more on Adams’s relationship and understanding to philosophical texts on 
nature, see Anne Hammond, Ansel Adams: Divine Performance (New Have, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2002), esp 8–10.  
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While Adams had been photographing the national parks for years prior to WWII, it was 
the particular conditions and circumstances of the postwar era that lent his photographs an added 
purchase. A decade earlier, vernacular landscapes by individuals such as Walker Evans spoke to 
regional distinction, and New Deal views such as Margaret Burke-White’s cover for the 
inaugural issue of LIFE magazine reflected national prestige through the modern, engineered 
landscape. (fig. 2.10) Adams’s study of Boulder Dam for the DOI mural project recalls Burke-
White’s triumphant formal interpretation of the Dam at Fort Peck while also reflecting his 
preoccupation with the wilderness concept. After WWII, however, Adams’s signature aesthetic 
of an untouched, majestic American wilderness better served the nation’s leaders and citizenry 
alike. As photographer and critic Deborah Bright summates, “The years between World War II 
and Kennedy’s presidency witnessed the production of a unique view of the American landscape 
that was mass-marketed to a citizenry eager for reassurance in the threatening and complicated 
world it found itself thrust into as a global superpower.”91 Throughout this era, Bright notes, 
photographs depicting an expansive and grand American landscape circulated in corporate 
brochures, travel guides, textbooks, and art publications, all with a shared purpose of reflecting a 
unified, coherent, and noble national image. No one captured this image or traversed its many 
spheres of circulation quite as successfully as Adams.92 His vision of the national parks was a 
vision of wilderness as it was presumed to exist at the moment of its “discovery” by the nation’s 
founders. 
                                               
91 Deborah Bright, “Victory Gardens: The Public Landscape of Postwar America,” Views (Spring 
1990). 
92 While the focus of this chapter is on Adams’s fine art publication My Camera in the National 
Parks, it is worth noting that Bright’s essay on the ideological power of postwar American 
landscape is grounded in a popular text, The Glory of Our West. This was a compilation of 
images from touring booklets published by the Standard Oil Company of California (now 
Chevron) in 1952 that featured a number of Adams’s images. 
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As environmentalists and scholars of environmental history argue, the construct of 
untouched wilderness is deeply colonial, racialized, classed, and gendered.93 The founding of 
Adams’s beloved Yosemite National Park lays this fact bare. Yosemite was first protected in 
1864 as a state park and later as a national park in 1890, each action ostensibly taken to protect 
“wilderness.” In reality, however, the park’s establishment took shape in concert with the violent 
denigration and dispossession of the Miwok, Ahwahneechee, and Paiute people comprising the 
indigenous tribes in the Sierra Nevada region. Yosemite initiated a process whereby the 
establishment of public parks helped encourage the continued settlement of the American West. 
Founded within the context of the American Civil War and post-bellum reunification, Yosemite 
also reflects how settler desires to claim new land were intimately intertwined with a desire to 
reunite a divided polity and recreate a nation where whiteness remained dominant. Against the 
Reconstruction-era promise of greater equality for African-Americans and with continued 
violence against indigenous communities, nineteenth-century expeditioners, politicians, 
philosophers, and photographers consciously and unconsciously framed the monumental 
geological forms of Yosemite in ways that claimed the West as the divine and natural right of the 
United States and symbolically asserted the superiority of white culture for the public.94 In his 
                                               
93 William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness: Or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,” in 
Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, edited by William Cronon (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1995): 76–79; Kevin DeLuca and Anne Demo, “Imaging Nature and 
Erasing Class and Race: Carleton Watkins, John Muir, and the Construction of Wilderness,” 
Environmental History 6, no. 4 (October 2001): 541–560; Carolyn Merchant, “Shades of 
Darkness: Race and Environmental History,” Environmental History 8, no. 3 (July 2003): 380–
394; Mark Dowie, Conservation Refugees: The Hundred-Year Conflict Between Global 
Conservation and Native Peoples (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2009). 
94 For critical histories of the early national parks, see Rebecca Solnit, Savage Dreams: A 
Journey into the Hidden Wars of the American West (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1994) 
and Richard Grusin, Culture, Technology, and the Creation of America’s National Parks 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); For studies of American landscape related to 
the national parks and the wilderness concept, see Martin Berger, “Landscape Photography and 
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study of Carleton Watkins’s nineteenth-century landscapes of Yosemite, Martin Berger notes 
how effectively Watkins was able to legitimate Euro-American domination over the land through 
figureless landscapes, captioned and presented in such a way to suggest how social power was 
inscribed in the land itself.95 (fig. 2.11) Adams is very much a legatee of the nineteenth-century 
visual and rhetorical traditions related to the national parks. In taking up the mantle of the 
national parks and wilderness conservation, he inherited the racialized, nation-building efforts of 
the post-bellum era, and in ways both conscious and unconscious adopted them to the post-
World War II moment. My Camera in the National Parks is the continuation of settler logics of 
space that facilitated the initial westward expansion of the United States and were reappearing in 
the contemporary moment. 
 
Mapping Space and Time in My Camera in the National Parks 
In his personal statement about My Camera in the National Parks, Adams sets the stage for the 
project’s visual narrative: “I begin with the primal aspects of the world, and end just before the 
naturalist takes over,” the artist states. This statement sets the stage for readers to feel transported 
into the past as they view the plates that follow. Indeed, the very first plate in the book, Mount 
Rainier, Sunrise, from Yakima Park, Mount Rainier National Park, Washington, lends support to 
the photographer’s suggestion that his images represent a moment before human history. (fig. 
2.12) Here again is Adams’s classic style—clean, composed, contained. The photograph is 
                                               
the White Gaze” in Sight Unseen: Whiteness and American Visual Culture (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2005); and Angela Miller, “The Fate of Wilderness in American Landscape 
Art: The Dilemmas of ‘Nature’s Nation;’” in A Keener Perception: Ecocritical Studies in 
American Art History, edited by Alan C. Braddock and Christoph Irmscher, 85–109 (Tuscaloosa, 
AL: University of Alabama Press, 2009). 
95 Martin Berger, “Overexposed: Whiteness and the Landscape Photography of Carleton 
Watkins,” Oxford Art Journal 26., no. 1 (2003): esp. 20–22. 
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carefully ordered and textured with incredible detail. Every peak of the distant mountain is 
highlighted and crisp; every pine tree along the rolling foothills is distinct and visible. A sea of 
white clouds hovers above the valley floor in the bottom half of the image, mirroring Mount 
Rainier’s snowy appearance in the top. Its composition offers viewer’s the perspective of floating 
above and outside the scene, as if opening a window onto that “primal,” bygone era—a feeling 
reinforced by the lack of human figures in the scene itself. In fact, in Mount Rainier, Sunrise and 
in many other images within the book, the photographer’s own presence is effaced as much as 
possible through the absence or abbreviation of the foreground, leaving little indication of feet on 
the earth.  
A key exception to this is the last image in the book, Moonrise, Joshua Tree National 
Monument, California, which acts as a subdued opposite of Mount Rainer, Sunrise (fig. 2.13) 
The image centers on the distinct form of a twisting, spiny Joshua Tree silhouetted against the 
dusky sky of evening. Here, the perspective is one of looking up toward the bright moon in full 
splendor, the photographer’s (as well as the readers’) feet firmly returned to solid ground. 
Beginning with the rising sun over Mount Rainier and ending with the rising moon over Joshua 
Tree, the sequence of plates could be interpreted as an expanse of a day. More abstractly, these 
bracketing images work in conjunction with Adams’s words to encourage a reading of My 
Camera in the National Parks as visualizing the birth of a nation. Through My Camera in the 
National Parks, Adams advances a twentieth-century version of “manifest destiny,” presuming a 
pre-social construction of the nation in tandem with the construction of the world. The 
sequencing of images takes viewers back to the beginning of time and nation through the 
presentation of primordial landscapes. The earliest plates in the book—Mount Rainier, Sunrise 
(see fig. 2.12); Fern Forest, Kilauea, Hawaii National Park, Hawaii, T.H. (fig. 2.14); and 
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Grounded Iceberg, Glacier Bay National Monument, Alaska (fig. 2.15)—all suggest an 
elemental beginning by emphasizing some of the earth’s oldest geological forms. Throughout the 
middle sequence of images, Adams incorporates compositions and sites that might be understood 
to gradually introduce the reader into the landscape as “the naturalist” he referred to in his 
opening statement.  
Adams’s construction of the reader as a naturalist is also a construction of the reader as 
citizen. For the photographer, contemplative engagement with nature—modeled by his own 
practice of hiking and photographing—was an essential act of citizenship. In the wilderness of 
the parklands, Adams suggested, individuals could find spiritual renewal and guidance; they 
could return to the source of their nation’s character, pay witness to its exceptionality, and in 
turn, better themselves. This was the impetus behind Adams’s postwar engagement with the 
national parks, and My Camera in the National Parks cultivates this nature-oriented citizenship 
by crafting a narrative that inserts the reader into a nation already, naturally formed. Adams thus 
resigns citizens to mere recipients of nature’s beauty rather than active political agents creating 
the world they live in.96 This arm-chair citizenship holds limited possibilities for effecting 
political change, especially outside the conservation discourse of the mid-twentieth century. I 
return to this passive citizenship and its limitations in my last chapter on Adams’s unpublished 
photobook Progress Report. 
                                               
96 Finis Dunaway, “Beyond Wilderness: Robert Adams, New Topographics, and the Aesthetics 
of Ecological Citizenship,” in Reframing the New Topographics, edited by Greg Foster-Rice and 
John Rohrbach, 14–43 (Chicago, IL: Center for American Places at Columbia College Chicago); 
Cindy Spurlock, “America’s Best Idea: Environmental Public Memory and the Rhetoric of 
Conservation Civics,” in Observation Points: The Visual Poetics of National Parks, edited by 
Thomas Patin, (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2012), 247–266. 
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But there is another way of reading the narrative produced by My Camera in the Parks, 
one which more clearly exposes the book’s settler colonial context: that is, as a map. When 
opened, the page spreads assume the horizontal orientation of conventional maps, with each plate 
offering a segment of land. The elevated perspective common to images such as Mount Rainier, 
Sunrise also resonates with the birds-eye view of cartography and their rectangular frames and 
the stiff design elements of justified and centered text make the surveyor’s grid palpable to the 
reader even as its lines are invisible. Through both perspective and design, the book speaks to 
notions of objectivity and control in the Western imagination. Just as maps are used to take 
individuals on a journey, My Camera in the National Parks offers viewers the opportunity to 
follow in Adams’s footsteps, to travel virtually through the American landscape. Anticipating 
that readers might be moved to complete their own pilgrimage to the parklands, Adams included 
an appendix with recommendations for transportation, accommodations, and activities relevant 
to each national park site represented in the book. This aspect of travel was so prominent that on 
more than one occasion reviewers of My Camera in the National Parks publicized the book as a 
travel guide.97 
Maps and the process of mapping do not simply reflect geography; they create 
geographic space, exude authority, and legitimize imagined destinies.98 Because of this they have 
served as a central technology of colonialism. A new mode of mapping presumably grounded in 
objective science developed around the turn of the nineteenth century, and the increasing use of 
grids and mathematical notations reinforced the map’s air of authority. Cartographic practice and 
                                               
97 Joseph Henry Jackson, “Bookman’s Notebook: More on Travel,” Los Angeles Times, June 25, 
1950; Jacob Deschin, “Picture Books,” New York Times, October 22, 1950.  
98 For a summary of scholarship examining the colonial work of maps, see Mishuana Goeman, 
Mark My Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations (Minneapolis, MN: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2013), 16–23.  
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photography combined in the U.S. context as the frenzy of state-sponsored survey projects in the 
nineteenth century mapped Native lands and worked in conjunction with federal policies of 
Native removal to represent those lands as open for national expansion. This colonial practice of 
mapping continues in Adams’s photobook. Although the book does not appear as a traditional 
map, it functions to legitimize the nation in much the same way, even as, or perhaps especially 
as, the photographer framed the project as personal expression. Whereas a process of 
systemization based in directionality, scales, and keys lends conventional maps the appearance of 
transparency and consensus, Adams’s efforts at professionalization within the field of 
photography and his systemization of photographic aesthetics similarly made the sites he 
represented appear “real” and determined. His efforts to standardize photography are most 
evident in his codification of a Zone System for determining tonal values and in his production 
of numerous technical manuals advancing the “straight” aesthetic.99 Even in texts like My 
Camera in the National Parks, which was not primarily instructive, the photographer often 
provided extensive technical notes on his images to assist fellow photographers in the re-creation 
of scenes. Included at the back of My Camera in the National Parks is a section entitled 
“Photographic Notes and Data” complete with a reproduction of The Weston Master Meter for 
calculating exposures, a sample Exposure Record chart, and a detailed description of the 
equipment and settings Adams used to create each image. (fig. 2.16) If Adams’s images were 
personal interpretations of his experience in nature, the appendix suggested that such experiences 
could, and should, be recreated.  
                                               
99 Adams’s instructional publications include Making A Photograph: An Introduction to 
Photography (1935); Camera and Lens: Studio, Darkroom, and Equipment (1948); The Print 
(1950); The Negative (1955); The Camera (1980), to name just a few. 
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Although Adams’s images and sequencing presume a pre-social history, the descriptive 
titles accompanying each image belie the spatial and temporal orders of Western ideology. “The 
American West” and the idea of “the frontier” as both myth and geographic reality loom large 
within the book. Adams’s Guggenheim Fellowship supported his travel to National Parks across 
the country, but the images in My Camera in the National Parks overwhelmingly represent parks 
in the West and Southwest, with only two depicting locations outside those regions—one from 
The Great Smoky Mountains National Park, Tennessee and one from Acadia National Park, 
Maine. Across the thirty plates, image titles frequently make direct reference to time of day or 
season, while more abstract temporal references are also found: in plate 8, “White House Ruin” 
implies the passing of time as well as the contemporary viewer’s superiority over the culture no 
longer recognized as present. Reading the explicit and implicit references to time in relation to 
geography aligns the visual and rhetorical narrative of My Camera in the National Parks with the 
narrative of American progress and exceptionality. In its focus on national parks in the West, My 
Camera in the National Parks reflects the character of the NPS wherein the majority of parks are 
located West of the Rocky Mountains, underscoring the entwined histories of the national parks 
and U.S. expansion. Promoting the idea of the parks as symbols of an advanced society and 
mapping the notion of progress onto geography, My Camera in the National Parks also 
promoted the idea that the American West was the fullest expression of civilization and the 
ultimate expression of American identity. 
If the West appears as the privileged space of the nation in My Camera in the National 
Parks, the book also reveals how “the West” is constantly reinvented within the settler-colonial 
project of the United States. This is most evident in the way the photobook maps the U.S. 
territories of Alaska and Hawai’i as extensions of the West, integrating these distant and 
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contested spaces into the imagined national landscape of the book. In this way, My Camera in 
the National Parks operates as a historical map asserting Alaska and Hawai’i as intrinsically and 
justly American land. Adams’s inclusion of these U.S. territories functions to legitimize 
American “inheritance” of once sovereign land by claiming the land as American since the dawn 
of time.  
Alaska and Hawai’i in My Camera in the National Parks 
The post-WWII moment in which My Camera in the National Parks was published saw Alaska 
and Hawai’i taking on newfound political significance for the United States. American colonial 
presence in both regions began around the 1860s, spurred by Western civilizing missions and 
desires for resources. By the turn of the century, the two were formally incorporated as territories 
of the United States: Hawai’i in 1898 and Alaska in 1912. The Second World War brought 
increased military development in both Hawai’i and Alaska, and in the postwar years, as the 
United States took on the role of world leader and tensions with the Soviet Union rose, the 
territories’ military significance became even greater. However, the United States’ foreign 
control over Alaska, Hawai’i, and a number of other overseas territories contrasted with the 
growing anti-colonial movement taking shape in the postwar era. In 1945, the United Nations 
was established during a two-month long conference in San Francisco, and the resulting charter 
included a Declaration Regarding Non-Self-Governing Territories with members of the United 
Nations agreeing to support the development of self-government in colonial territories. This 
declaration and international pressure prompted the United States to reevaluate its relationship 
with its colonial territories. Rather than move towards decolonization, however, the United 
States and its citizenry adopted the settler-colonial goal of statehood for Alaska and Hawai’i. 
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Indeed, in the postwar era, enthusiasm for Hawaiian and Alaskan statehood was growing 
among select populations of territory residents, the general American public, and politicians in 
Washington D.C. In Alaska, white settlers sought U.S. statehood as a means to resolve 
longstanding battles with aboriginal groups that limited individual land acquisition.100 In 
Hawai’i, a combination of white settler goals to secure economic power on Islands and of Asian-
American settler goals to wrest political power motivated a statehood drive.101 The two 
territories’ separate but entangled campaigns for federal inclusion would proceed slowly 
throughout the next decade, but the first postwar bills for U.S. statehood on behalf of Hawai’i 
and Alaska appeared before congress in 1947 and 1948 respectively, coinciding with Adams’s 
Guggenheim travels. The growing national and political discourse around the territories was, I 
believe, a major factor in their inclusion in Adams’s national parks project. The photographer’s 
experience traveling to and photographing in these locales reflects diverging colonial logics of 
idealization and aversion, but the appearance of both Alaska and Hawai’i in My Camera in the 
National Parks ultimately asserts their incorporation into the nation. 
Reflecting on his Guggenheim travels in his autobiography, Adams recalled his strong 
desire to venture to Alaska where he would photograph Glacier Bay National Park and what was 
then called Mount McKinley National Park.102 The photographer believed that the northern U.S. 
                                               
100 Throughout the territorial period, the United States government was reticent to establish any 
official land policy in Alaska, relying instead on acts of legislation that gradually opened 
avenues for white individual settlers to claim land, while also remaining largely silent on the 
issue of native land rights. Stuart Banner, Possessing the Pacific: Land, Settlers, and Indigenous 
People from Australia to Alaska (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007): 302–305. 
101 Saranillio, Unsustainable Empire; Haunani-Kay Trask, “Settler of Color and ‘Immigrant’ 
Hegemony: ‘Locals’ in Hawai’i” in Asian-American Settler Colonialism: From Local 
Governance to the Habits of Everyday Life in Hawai’i, edited by Candace Fujikane and Jonathan 
Y. Okamura, 45–65 (Honolulu, HI: University of Hawai’i Press, 2008). 
102 Ansel Adams and Mary Street Alinder, Ansel Adams: An Autobiography, (Boston, MA: 
Little, Brown and Company, 1985): 279. Mount McKinley National Park was renamed Denali 
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territory held the last true vestiges of wilderness perfection, aligning with the U.S. colonial 
imagination of Alaska as either the last frontier or “the last great wilderness.”103 For Adams, the 
latter notion resonated most. The photographer had hoped to visit Alaska during his work with 
the DOI mural project but had been unable to complete the trip once the war began.104 The 
Guggenheim Fellowship put Alaska back within the photographer’s reach. More than ten pages 
in his autobiography are dedicated to recounting his time there, and four images from the 
territory’s parklands are featured in My Camera in the National Parks, second only to the seven 
images featuring California’s parks. In his production notes on the book, Adams remarked that 
the quantity of images from a given site did not hold any particular meaning, that each image 
simply corresponded to the feeling he was attempting to build within the book.105 His statement 
                                               
National Park through the successful activism of the Alaskan Athabascans, the region’s Native 
community. Denali is the indigenous name for the highest mountain within the park. It means 
“the great one” in the native Athabascan language. Struggles over the naming of Denali National 
Park and the mountain around which it sits are ongoing and gained attention as recently as 2017. 
Denali National Park thus reflects settler-colonial logics of Native exclusion and erasure on one 
hand and Native accommodation on the other. Although the park and the mountain bear the 
Native name today, the land remains under U.S. control. See Julie Hirschfeld Davis, “Mount 
McKinley will Again be called Denali,” New York Times, August 30, 2015; Dan Merica, “Trump 
asked about reversing Obama to rename Denali as Mt. McKinley” CNN, October 25, 2017. For 
more on the pitfalls of a politics of recognition, see, Glen Sean Coulthard, Red Skin, White 
Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition, (Minneapolis, MN: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2014). 
103 In her history of Alaska’s settlement, Roxanne Willis distinguishes between discourses of 
“frontier” and “wilderness.” While I agree that the two terms might reflect different intentions 
(i.e. development vs. protection), I stress that they are both colonial logics that obscure the 
contested histories of the spaces they designate. Roxanne Willis, Alaska's Place in the West: 
From the Last Frontier to the Last Great Wilderness (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 
2010). 
104 Adams was originally scheduled to travel to Alaska on a commercial assignment with 
Fortune Magazine and again planned to split his time between the DOI mural project and the 
commercial work. The DOI approved of this plan and offered to arrange certain transportation 
means for Adams in Alaska. E.K. Burlew to Ansel Adams, November 10, 1941. Ansel Adams 
Personnel File.  




reveals his own attention to the matter of quantity and suggests a greater significance to the 
number of times a site was represented than the artist admits, especially as that site can be 
understood to resonate with Adams’s experience in some way. In the case of Alaska, the 
photographer found confirmation for his preexisting ideas about the territory’s unbridled 
wilderness. 
Adams’s images of Alaska within My Camera in the National Parks represent the 
territory as sylvan and pure. The first image from Alaska featured in the book appears on the 
third plate, featuring a grounded iceberg centered within a calm body of water. (see fig. 2.15) As 
mentioned previously, this image’s early placement in the book is meant to correspond with the 
earth’s earliest creation sequence, locating Alaska within the national imaginary from the dawn 
of time. Adams features the element of water prominently in two other images from Alaska in 
the book: in Mount McKinley, Sunrise, Mount McKinley National Park, Alaska, the book’s tenth 
plate, a lake occupies the better third of the image before giving way to Denali’s snow-covered 
mountain peak. (fig. 2.17) Additionally, Adams’s Grass in Rain, Glacier Bay National 
Monument, Alaska, the book’s twenty-seventh plate, is a close-up of raindrops resting on blades 
of grass. (fig. 2.18) All together, these three images echo Adams’s notion of Alaska as 
wilderness perfection with an emphasis on the term’s implied “purity.” They each draw on the 
spiritual connotations of water as cleansing and renewing to speak to Adams’s understanding of 
the social benefits of the national parks in the contemporary moment. 
The fourth image from Alaska that appears in the book is Forest at Beartrack Cove, 
Glacier Bay National Park, Alaska, which is featured as the twenty-third plate. It depicts an 
idyllic, leafy scene with upright and ordered tree trunks. (fig. 2.19) Again, we might understand 
the image’s ground-level positioning (and that of Grass in Rain featured four pages later) as 
 
 90 
corresponding to its placement towards the end of the book’s thirty plates, thus indicating the 
gradual entrance of the human into the natural world. In Forest at Beartrack Cove, viewers are 
invited to imagine the soft forest floor below their feet and a tall, protective canopy of branches 
above. With strong, well-ordered compositions, crisp lines, and stark contrasts, Adams’s Alaskan 
images lend themselves to easy comprehension and promote the idea of a peaceful equivalence 
between the natural and social world. 
Adams easily integrates Alaska into the imagined landscape of My Camera in the 
Nationals Parks, but his understanding of Hawai’i raised some challenges. Unlike Alaska, the 
Hawaiian Islands are never mentioned in relation to the DOI project and the photographer does 
not appear to have planned any trips to Hawai’i prior to his Fellowship travels. The addition of 
Hawai’i to the Guggenheim itinerary seems to have come of the photographer’s own accord, but 
Adams’s personal letters during his travels across the Pacific suggest that they were undertaken 
rather begrudgingly. Writing to his close friend Edward Weston on board the steamship 
Matsonia while en route to Hawai’i in 1948, Adams complained: “I have a hunch I will not be 
happy in Hawaii, and will be constantly pining for Alaska and the North country… A great stink 
seems to pervade the air as we approach the Islands… I am wondering if the place is as bad as I 
expect it to be?”106 While Adams viewed Alaska as the epitome of the wilderness ideal, he 
understood Hawai’i in a different light, one heavily influenced by the settler history of the 
Islands. 
Hawai’i’s popular image in the twentieth-century was in many ways antithetical to the 
photographer’s aesthetic sensibilities. Following the Islands’ annexation by the United Sates in 
                                               




1898, its image as a tropical paradise grew steadily throughout the early twentieth century 
through aggressive advertising campaigns run by the settler-dominated Hawaiian Tourist Bureau 
and the Islands’ agriculture companies. Bright colors played a big role in the visual production of 
the Islands as paradise, as did motifs of beautiful Polynesian girls, surfers, palm trees, beaches, 
and distant views of volcanic landmarks such as Diamond Head.107 (fig. 2.20) In a 1940 travel ad 
for Matsonia roughly contemporary with Adams’s travels, color and the female figure offer the 
core elements of visual intrigue. (fig. 2.21) The advert, which appeared in Vogue magazine and 
features an image produced by Edward Steichen who worked for Matsonia in the 1930s and 
1940s, shows a woman in a green sarong seated atop a rugged volcanic rock with the blue ocean 
at her back. She has a yellow hibiscus flower in her dark hair, which she lifts up to let the breeze 
cool off her bare nape. She figures Hawai’i as feminine and sexualized, relaxed and non-
threatening. As American art historian Patricia Johnston has noted in her reading of the image, 
the woman’s elbow directs the viewer to notice a lighthouse down the cliff behind her, directing 
viewers to a symbol of safe voyage that echoes in the advertisement’s invitation to “sail in safe 
American ships” to these “isles of unparalleled charm.” 108  
While actual travel to the Islands was accessible only to a wealthy class of individuals 
(and modern artists on commission), those who could not afford the trip were nonetheless 
familiar with the Islands’ paradisiacal image through the constellation of tourist brochures, 
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Hollywood films, sheet music, radio specials, nightclub acts, traveling hula troupes, and industry 
adverts for pineapples, sugar, and Hawaiian shirts that circulated in American visual and popular 
culture throughout the twentieth century. Such promotional material appealed to a broad 
American public, but to Adams it all gave Hawai’i the stench of over-wrought commercialism.109 
In contrast to Alaska’s image as “the last great wilderness” in the American colonial imagination 
Hawai’i was a tropical playground, but Adams the modernist was unimpressed. The 
photographer’s trip to Hawai’i would actually be the first of many, and I return to a discussion of 
Hawai’i’s image in American popular culture in the next chapter when I discuss Adams’s 
concerted efforts to revise it through his work on the photobook The Islands of Hawaii (1958). It 
seems likely that this later book would not exist if not for Adams’s initial trip to the Islands for 
My Camera in the National Parks and the manner in which it began to change the 
photographer’s mind about the Islands. 
When the photographer first arrived in Honolulu in April 1948, the Islands of O’ahu 
seemed to offer little of interest to his creative (and colonial) eye, and he could not stop 
comparing Hawai’i to the landscapes back home. Adams registers this difference between the 
Hawaiian and Northern California climate and terrain through colonial values of authenticity, 
ideal beauty, and organization. In letters to friends and family during his time in Hawai’i, Adams 
notes his initial frustration with the technical challenges created by the Islands’ weather—the 
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heat, humidity, frequent rain, and high trade winds complicated the photographer’s physically 
rigorous outings.110 In his preoccupation with the perceived inadequacy of the Islands’ 
environment, he expresses a longing for “pine needles, hard granite, clear water, and DRY 
air!”111 He complains too of the “feeble” rock formations produced by the volcanic Islands and 
yearns for “a little piece of granite just to remind me the world is solid!”112 It is hard to ignore 
such commentary’s roots in long standing colonial ideas about the link between culture and 
environment, which have historically served to reinforce hierarchies of people and places.113 His 
allusions to “hard granite” versus “feeble rock” and “dry” versus “wet” air carry connotations 
that position the masculine United States as superior to the feminine Islands. While the Hawaiian 
landscape was of minimal interest, Adams was beginning to feel the real charm of the Islands’ 
rested with its people. Writing to his friend George Waters with his “impressions of the region to 
date,” he remarked, “The natives and some of the whites are wonderful people—But most of the 
whites and a few of the natives are awful…”114 A few days later, he followed up stating, “I can 
visualize all kinds of images—a report on the native population along the lines of the Manzanar 
set.”115 That project would come some years later; for the time being, Adams was in search of 
landscapes suitable for his Guggenheim fellowship. 
Adams’s feelings towards the Islands environment would “settle” a bit once he made his 
way to Hawaii National Park, which spanned tracts of land outside commercial districts on the 
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Islands of Mau’i and the Big Islands of Hawai’i. In the open space of the park, he could 
assimilate the Islands into the ideas of wilderness and natural/national creation guiding his 
project. Nevertheless, his initial unease with Hawai’i might be understood to resonate with the 
un-Adams-like images from Hawaii National Park that appear in My Camera in the National 
Parks. In Fern Forest, Kīlauea rhizomatic fronds cover the foreground plane and appear to 
extend upwards in the near distance as if building a wall. (see fig. 2.14) Thin, spiny tree branches 
reach out towards the viewer from a central spot in the foreground, creating a barrier to the larger 
forest beyond. In stark contrast to Adams’s construction of the Alaskan wilderness as an ordered 
and inviting space within Forest at Beartrack Cove, he depicted Hawai’i as chaotic and 
impenetrable. 
A second photograph from Hawaii National Park within the book entitled The Crater of 
Haleakala, Clouds, Hawaii National Park, Maui, T.H., is similarly uncharacteristic of the 
photographer’s style. (fig. 2.22) Directing his 5 x 7 Linhoff camera at a downward angle into the 
crater, the photographer eliminated any presence of an anchoring horizon line. A light band of 
hazy clouds at the top of the frame obscures the background view and casts dark, amorphous 
shadows upon the crater floor. This internal border of cloud and shadow along the top and 
bottom of the frame flattens the pictorial space and squeezes the most defined aspects of the 
landscape into the middle third of the photograph. Even here, the subtle valleys and smooth 
ridges of the crater interior, a natural depression at the volcano’s summit caused by collapse and 
erosion, are difficult to discern. Whereas Adams’s conventional approach to the natural scene is 
characterized by breathtaking, awe-inspiring views, his diffuse depictions of the Kīlauea fern 
forest and of Haleakalā Crater are disorienting by comparison. 
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Fern Forest and Haleakala, Clouds raise some tension in Adams’s narrative of an 
American landscape always-already in existence. Indeed, some of the photographer’s own 
hesitancy to integrate Hawai’i into the American natural scene is evident in the way he included 
the abbreviation “T.H.” in the image titles, thus pointing to the Islands’ territorial status. No such 
indication appears for his images from Alaska even though it too was a U.S. territory at the time 
of the book’s publication. Yet, the narratives these images foster in relation to others featured in 
the book work to resolve some of that tension. Fern Forest is the second plate in the book, 
coming well before its Alaskan counterpart Forest at Beartrack Cove, which is plate 23.  The 
two images thought together as a sequenced pair can be understood as illustrating the gradual 
opening up of the earth to human occupants in line with Adams’s stated narrative. Similarly, if 
we read Haleakala, Clouds as a counterpart to the book’s opening volcanic scene in Mount 
Rainer, Sunrise, the narrative development is from an active volcanic site to a dormant one. The 
proximity Adams is able to achieve at Haleakalā, photographing right from the crater’s edge, 
signals its inactivity. The transition from the active Mount Rainer to the dormant Haleakalā later 
in the book (Haleakala, Clouds appears as the twenty-sixth plate) aligns with Adams’s larger 
claims about the symbiotic relationship between nature and humans.   
Adams’s decision to add Hawai’i to his Guggenheim travels and his inclusion of Hawaii 
National Park within the pages of My Camera in the National Parks is complicit with the settler-
colonial process of failing forward. The attack on Pearl Harbor launched the Islands into the 
American popular consciousness like never before, and even while Hawai’i could raise anxieties 
about the security of the nation’s geographic borders (and social boundaries, as I discuss more in 
the next chapter), the war could also rally patriotic sentiment around the Islands. Including 
Hawaii National Park in his photobook was Adams’s affirmation of the Islands’ American 
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identity at a moment when it was still in question. His photographs from Hawai’i depart from 
both his signature aesthetic and from the conventional image of the Islands, but they still carry a 
subtext of the colonial discourse that frames Hawai’i as mysterious but non-threatening. Within 
the context of the book, the visual tensions of Adams’s Hawai’i images are subdued and the 
spatial distance between Yosemite and Haleakalā is collapsed into the turn of a page. Positioned 
throughout the checklist of My Camera in the National Parks, from its earliest pages to its last, 
Adams’s images of both Hawai’i and Alaska function to integrate the territories into the 
imagined national landscape of the United States as always-already American. The publication 
of My Camera in the National Parks in 1950, when the statehood debates had gained some 
public traction, functioned to map “the North country wilderness” and “the Pacific paradise” as 
firmly within an expanding American West. Thus, Adams’s images, like the national parks 
themselves, should be understood as embedded within the settler-colonial context of each region. 
--- 
 
Adams’s vision of the natural scene related to his vision of American society. The 
photographer’s “landscape epics” represented American wilderness as vast, powerful, and 
noble—qualities inscribed onto the nation itself.116 This idea grew increasingly important as the 
United States moved into a position of global power following the Second World War. Adams’s 
reputation as interpreter of the national scene cemented during this period, providing a seemingly 
natural origin for the nation’s self-image as leader of the free world. The images included in My 
Camera in the National Parks offer a chorus of triumphant national landscapes. More than 
simply reflecting the nation’s strength or Adams’s unique perspective on it, the book constructs 
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the settler nation along particular orders of time and space. Its settler-colonial grammar finds 
various expression in the book’s design, its structure, its individual images, and in the 
photographer’s words which narrate it all. The teleology of My Camera in the National Parks 
presumed a seamless and natural origin story for the nation, but the story of the book’s 
production—from its origins in a Department of Interior commission to its recycling of frontier 
myths to Adams’s uncomfortable travels in Hawai’i—reveals the difficult work at the heart of 
the settler colonial process, where tensions and contradictions are constantly in need of 
suppression. 
While my analysis of My Camera in the National Parks examines the way the book fixes 
nature, land, and place as settled, I take heed of Mishuana Goeman’s insistence on alternative 
spatialities. Indeed, Goeman’s emphasis on “grammar” as rulebook is balanced by her 
understanding of space as continuously in flux, which leaves room for diverse actors to 
“unsettle” place.117 She draws attention to the significance of native practices of storytelling to 
propose a process of narrative (re)mapping that “mediate[s] and refute[s] colonial organizing of 
land, bodies, and social and political landscapes.”118 Interestingly, while My Camera in the 
National Parks encourages a specific reading of Adams’s images as a unified and stable 
American landscape, the adaptable design of the book adds some complexity to the analysis. The 
spiral binding of the book was intended to allow consumers the option of removing a page so 
that a given image reproduction might be framed and displayed on the wall as if it were an 
original print. When images are removed from My Camera in the National Parks, their 
untethered context—and, in the case of Adams’s images of Hawai’i, their ambiguous, un-
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Adams-like aesthetic—opens some space for the configuration of entirely new geographies and 
the creation of entirely new meaning. Without critical intervention, however, the possibilities for 
(re)mapping are limited. Once those images are displayed as “Art” in the way Adams envisions, 
they are further contained and fixed, not only materially within a picture frame but also within 
the framework of Western capitalism that produces the artwork as an object of possession.  
The unique design of the photobook produces a tension between the democratizing notion 
of the book and the exclusive status of the art object, one that is echoed in the tensions inherent 
between the public park ideal and the actual history of the national parks in the United States. 
The U.S. national parks were established with the stated goals of nature conservation and public 
access. To conserve nature, however, the parks initiate its artificial containment and control by 
dispossessing indigenous communities of the land and resources supporting their lifeways as 
well as through the historic exclusion of non-white populations from the recreational services the 
parks offer. Although couched in the beneficent terms of public land, environmental 
conservation, or natural beauty, the national parks and Adams’s engagement with them serve to 
reinforce what Aileen Moreton-Robinson identifies as the “possessive logic” of the United States 
as a patriarchal white sovereignty, wherein “performative acts of possession” over land and 
bodies continuously reaffirm the nation-state and its whiteness.119 Of course, the violent histories 
of the National Parks are visually absent from Adams’s images, but the discourse of 
possession—again, my camera—and the process of ownership that the photobook encourages 
resonates with the discursive functions of the U.S. national parks as settler-colonial spaces of 
whiteness.  
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The establishment of national parks has historically served to encourage white settlement 
on Native lands and to prime territories for statehood. This was certainly the intention of the 
white American settlers who overthrew the sovereign Hawaiian Kingdom and took measures to 
establish Hawaii National Park in the late nineteenth century. Yet, the racial dynamics of settler 
colonialism in Hawai’i were much more complex, and the U.S. Territory experienced a 
particularly long interlude between the Islands’ annexation by the United States and its official 
entrance into the union in 1959. While the Islands held enormous strategic value for the United 
States in the Cold War era, Congress continuously rejected statehood bills, citing concern for the 
Territory’s inchoate character—a thin veil for racism towards Hawai‘i’s largely nonwhite 
population.120 Nearly a decade after his initial visit to the Islands, Adams returned to Honolulu 
under invitation from the Bishop National Bank of Hawai’i. While he had already pictured the 
Islands as American land, the task remained to demonstrate the Americanism of Hawai‘i’s 
residents. The next chapter examines the photobook that resulted from Adams’s work with the 
Bank entitled The Islands of Hawaii. 
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CHAPTER 3:  
Ansel Adams and the Bishop National Bank’s The Islands of Hawaii 
 
In February of 1958, Ansel Adams stood on the lawn outside ‘Iolani Palace in Honolulu on the 
Islands of O’ahu. He peered upwards through the viewfinder of his Hasselblad F1000 camera to 
locate the Hawaiian and American flags installed atop the palace roof. In the resulting image, the 
flags flutter against a sky of wispy clouds, framed by a pair of branches that jut in from the right. 
(fig. 3.1) Adams’s image recalls an earlier photograph of the American flag outside ‘Iolani 
Palace taken sixty years prior on July 7, 1898 just after the United States annexed the Hawaiian 
Islands and officially assumed colonial rule over the Pacific territory. (fig. 3.2) Whereas the 
historic photograph documents the raising of the American flag, the action blurred by a slow 
shutter speed that conveys the political transition underway, Adams’s image communicates a 
resolute political existence. By virtue of the photographer’s sharp focus and upward angle, which 
makes the American flag appear to fly slightly higher than the neighboring Hawaiian flag, all 
elements of the photograph—the palace, the tree, Adams, and the unseen land on which he 
stands—come to be located both spatially and symbolically under the sphere of U.S. power. The 
contested history of the site is obscured by the declaration of allegiance that Adams stages. 
Indeed, ‘Iolani Palace, once the seat of the thriving and modern Hawaiian Kingdom and later the 
site of a violent coup by white settlers and the U.S. military, is reduced to an afterthought in 
Adams’s image, pushed to the edge of the frame in favor of the stars and stripes above. 
Adams’s image appears in the opening pages to The Islands of Hawaii, a photobook 
commissioned and published by the Honolulu-based Bishop National Bank of Hawaii to 
commemorate the company’s centennial anniversary in 1958.121 At the time, Hawai’i was still a 
                                               




territory of the United States and despite the photographer’s emphatic insistence on the Islands’ 
existence within the U.S. political domain, the political future of Hawai’i was one marked by 
uncertainty, having been a topic of political debate and public interest for more than a decade. 
The only suggestion of this historical context in Adams’s image is embedded within the flag 
itself, which displays only forty-eight stars. It would be another year before the U.S. territories of 
Alaska and Hawai’i were designated states in 1958 and 1959, respectively. The broader material 
context in which the image appears, however, begins to point to the significance of Adams’s 
work on The Islands of Hawaii. Featured on a page spread immediately following the title page, 
the image is accompanied by a second photograph displaying the centennial seals of the Bank 
and by a brief introduction written by the Bank’s president, Carl E. Hanson. (fig. 3.3) “The 
purpose of this book,” Hanson states, “is to show what the people of [Hawai’i] are like, some of 
the things they have accomplished and something of the surroundings in which they live.” 
Hanson’s words point to a central issue within the Hawaiian statehood debates, namely 
the identities of the Islands’ residents. In the previous chapter, I discussed how Adams’s first 
visit to Hawai’i coincided with the start of a post-WWII campaign for Hawaiian statehood with 
the United States. The existence of Hawaii National Park on the U.S. territory, only the twelfth 
such national reserve at the time of its founding, suggests how firmly American interests were 
already interwoven into the fabric of the Islands. Within the context of the early statehood 
campaign, Adams’s inclusion of two images from Hawaii National Park in his publication My 
Camera in the National Parks (1950) functioned to further draw the Islands symbolically into the 
U.S. national sphere, laying a natural foundation for Hawai‘i’s national belonging. Official 
statehood, however, proved a more difficult task than many proponents of the matter anticipated. 




to the settler-colonial goal of statehood, and the Islands’ predominately Asian-American 
population became the target of drawn out and racist debates among politicians about the 
American-ness of the Islands’ society. More than a decade after the first postwar statehood bill 
appeared before the United States Congress, Hawai’i and its residents still faced an ambiguous 
future with regard to their political status.  
Published on the eve of Hawaiian statehood, The Islands of Hawaii sought to set the 
record straight regarding the Islands and its residents. This coffee-table book features landscapes, 
portraits, and industry scenes from across the Hawaiian Islands, all taken and arranged by 
Adams. A narrative history written by Edward Joesting, Head of Public Relations for Bishop 
National Bank and Adams’s primary collaborator during the project, accompanies the 
photographs. Together, Adams and Joesting crafted a book that would affirm the American-ness 
of Hawai’i’s residents in a concerted effort to encourage acceptance of Hawai’i as a U.S. state 
and, by extension, to secure American cultural and political dominance in the Islands. Although 
commissioned by an external party, The Islands of Hawaii is best understood as an outgrowth of 
Adams’s project on Americanism. The photographer began to develop this idealized and 
apolitical form of citizenship during his work on Born Free and Equal and, as the discussion to 
follows elucidates, it finds further expression within The Islands of Hawaii. This chapter tells the 
story of Adams’s commission by the Bank and analyzes The Islands of Hawaii in relation to the 
Hawaiian statehood debates in order to link Adams’s Americanism more firmly with the racial 
liberalism of the postwar era. 
Indeed, discourses of race were central to the protracted postwar campaign for Hawaiian 




“racial paradise.”122 My analysis of The Islands of Hawaii focuses on the manner in which the 
book negotiates and transforms the image of Hawai’i’s residents from what I summarize as “the 
ideal native” image that dominated much of the visual culture around Hawai’i in the early 
twentieth century to what Adams called “the Happy Mixtures” of Hawai’i in his correspondence 
with the Bank. As Jane Desmond, Lanny Thompson, and Adria Imada have variously shown, 
Hawai‘i’s colonial politics and tourist industry initially benefited from the notion that the Islands 
were filled with warm, welcoming, and generous natives.123 Yet, this image did little to advance 
the statehood campaign. Throughout the campaign, statehood proponents struggled to rebrand 
Hawai’i, eventually finding success in a discourse of the Islands as a “racial paradise,” which 
helped the nation smooth over racial tensions flaring up in the continental United States. In 
shifting the image of Hawai’i away from stereotypes of the Islands’ indigenous community and 
towards the mythology of Hawai’i as a racial paradise, The Island of Hawaii reflects and 
advances the statehood debates through a re-articulated racial triangulation that jumps from the 
“white-Hawaiian-Asian” dynamic dominating on-island racial politics to a “white-Hawaiian-
black” dynamic that held significance for the racial politics of the mainland.124 In this latter 
triangulation, “Hawaiian” refers not to an indigenous identity but to the racial melting pot of 
Asian-Pacific identities that Hawai’i was presumed to represent during this era. Importantly, this 
melting pot did not encompass black Americans.  
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The Islands of Hawaii foregrounds the Native community and the Asian immigrant 
community of Hawai’i, drawing each into the sphere of whiteness and arguing for the full 
assimilation of the Islands’ residents in order to secure statehood. This argument was especially 
effective in the late 1950s when a nascent civil rights movement was mounting challenges to the 
racial status quo in the continental United States and undermining the nation’s claims as leader 
of the free world. The Islands of Hawaii thus reveals how the image of Hawai’i as a site where 
model minorities merged with ideal natives into “Happy Mixtures” functioned to delegitimize 
the struggles of African Americans seeking social and political equality in the postwar years. In 
serving to reinforce the racial boundary between black Americans and white Americans through 
the notion of “Happy Mixtures,” The Islands of Hawaii ultimately functioned to suppress and 
obscure Kānaka Maoli (Native Hawaiian) claims to sovereignty.125 This chapter thus elucidates 
the various ways the native/settler and black/white binaries are structured, maintained, and 
wielded in interrelated ways meant to buttress the dominance of whiteness.126 By considering the 
political work that the discourse of Hawai’i as a racial paradise performed against the backdrop 
of a global call for decolonization, the rise of Cold War tensions, and a nascent civil rights 
movement taking shape in the American South, I interrogate its presumption of inclusion and 
demonstrate the way it instead served to reinforce practices of national and social exclusion.127 
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Selling Statehood: The Public Relations of the Hawaiian Statehood Campaign 
 
In the spring of 1957, Holst, Cummings and Myers, the advertising agency representing the 
Bishop National Bank of Hawaii, sent a letter to renowned photographer Ansel Adams at his 
home and studio in San Francisco, California. In the message, the agency’s Vice President, Carl 
R. Pope, Jr., announced the Bank’s approaching centennial, and inquired as to Adams’s interest 
in and availability for work on a photobook covering the Islands in connection with this 
important occasion.128 Pope’s letter mentioned his client’s familiarity with Adams’s previous 
work in the U.S. territory during the late 1940s and with a recent commission the photographer 
had completed for the American Trust Company, a bank in Northern California. Noting that the 
Bishop National Bank was seriously considering a project of similar style and stature to these 
earlier works, Pope indicated that the content and theme of the centennial book “would be open 
to suggestion” from the photographer. Responding that he was “deep in a project” to complete 
printing for an exhibition of his landscapes picked up by the United States Information Agency 
(USIA), Adams accepted the commission and promised to write again soon with some ideas and 
estimates for the book.129 
 In the summer of 1957, after having met with representatives from Holst, Cummings, and 
Myers at their San Francisco office, Adams wrote back to Pope with a few thoughts on the 
Bishop National Bank’s “Hawaii project.”130 He proposed a horizontal format for the photobook 
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to allow for “wonderful long sweeps of surf and hills,” and envisioned a “an Introductory section 
in which the basic elements of the scene are presented,” followed by the main body of the book, 
which would “contain a constantly-shifting presentation of the contemporary aspects, properly 
inter-mixed with cultural symbols, naturalistic details, etc.” The photographer further noted, “I 
am sure we all agree that we should avoid the clichés of the Chamber-of-Commerce or Annual-
Report approach. There are undoubtedly many conventional subjects that we must include—but 
they should be done in an un-conventional way.”131 Adams’s desire to “avoid the clichés” of 
Hawai’i’s commercial industries is consistent with the photographer’s distaste for the kitschy 
image of the Islands as a tropical paradise as discussed in the previous chapter, but his words 
also resonate within the larger public relations tactics advocated by Holst, Cummings, and Myers 
in their earlier work with the Hawaiian Statehood Commission. 
Since the beginning of the postwar statehood campaign in 1947, both the Territorial 
Legislature of Hawai’i and the Islands’ commercial elites made efforts to influence the discourse 
around statehood in favor of Hawai’i’s admission, and at the center of these efforts was the 
advertising agency Holst, Cummings, and Myers. Under the guidance of the ad agency, The 
Islands of Hawaii was officially published in 1958 as a commemorative book marking the 
Bishop National Bank’s centennial. But the book is also deeply embedded within the widespread 
public relations activities the agency marshalled to promote Hawaiian statehood among the 
Islands’ residents, U.S. politicians in Washington D.C., and the broader American public. 
Considering some of the strategies and representational issues Holst, Cummings, and Myers 
encountered in the early years of the statehood campaign allows for a better understanding of 
Adams’s proposal for The Islands of Hawaii. Drawing a line between the Territorial 
                                               




Legislature’s Hawaiian Statehood Commission and the Bishop National Bank demonstrates how 
The Islands of Hawaii was much more than a promotional piece for the Bank. It was an integral 
component in the public relations of Hawaiian statehood. 
The Territorial Legislature of Hawai’i established the Hawaiian Statehood Commission 
in May 1947. The Commission consisted of nine pro-statehood members appointed by the 
Territorial Governor, a position itself appointed by the President of the United States. The 
Commission opened offices in both Washington D.C. and Honolulu and was granted an initial 
budget of two hundred thousand dollars for the 1947–48 fiscal year. While its members were 
broadly tasked with representing Hawai’i’s interest in federal legislation, their primary goal was 
the advancement of statehood. Their activities during their initial year were extensive, focused 
on coordinating witnesses who appeared at various Congressional hearings on statehood; 
lobbying Congressional committee members and floor leaders; and publishing informational 
pamphlets for circulation to politicians, national civic organizations, universities, and news 
outlets. To assist with this latter activity, the Commission hired the advertising agency Holst and 
Cummings, Ltd. to generate text and statistics that reflected favorably on the Islands’ society and 
economy. The staff at Holst and Cummings were familiar with the statehood issue, having 
previously worked for the Hawaii Equal Rights Commission, a prewar committee overseeing an 
earlier statehood effort.132  
In 1947, many members of the Hawaii Statehood Commission anticipated easy passage 
of a statehood bill given the increased attention that the attack on Pearl Harbor and the recent 
war had brought to the Islands, as well as the favorable opinion towards Hawaiian statehood 
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among the general mainland population.133 The House passed the a statehood bill in 1947 but the 
Senate refused to take action on the matter the following year due to Southern Democrats’ 
racism against the Islands largely nonwhite population. It was then that the Commission realized 
the task at hand was more complex, and ad men at Holst and Cummings identified what they 
understood to be the Islands’ image problem. In popular discourse, Hawai’i was largely 
racialized as “native,” but political opposition to Hawaiian statehood focused primarily on the 
majority Asian-American population in the Islands. As Congressional opponents saw it, 
statehood could lend power to the Asian-American majority in Hawai’i and place a nonwhite 
representative in Congress, one who would presumably support the passage of civil rights 
legislation. Cloaking their racist sentiments in concern for communist influence in the Islands, 
opposing Congressmen effectively avoided action on Hawaiian statehood.134  
Early on in their work with the Hawaii Statehood Commission, Holst and Cummings 
warned the Commission that the popular association of Hawai’i with Kānaka Maoli might do 
more harm than good for the statehood cause.135 Indeed, in editorial cartoons compiled by the 
Commission during the early campaign years, Hawai’i is overwhelmingly personified by the 
stereotype of the sexualized hula girl. In one cartoon circulated in local newspapers in August 
1947, Hawai’i is figured as a long-haired, topless hula dancer who sneaks up on a dowdy 
Congressman seated at his desk to place a lei around his neck. (fig. 3.4) The politician holds a 
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pending application for statehood in his hands and at his feet lay a blanket of papers representing 
prior legislation on behalf of the Territory’s admission. The cartoon is captioned in the 
Congressman’s voice as saying, “You certainly are persistent and persuasive.” 
The political cartoon from 1947 illustrates how Kānaka Maoli were figured as “ideal 
natives”—beautiful, exotic, welcoming, and largely passive, except perhaps in their desire to join 
the nation. In the years leading up to and immediately following Hawai’i’s annexation by the 
United States in 1898, the depiction of Kānaka Maoli as unruly helped justify colonial rule to the 
American public. Kelvin Santiago-Valles analyzes cartoons that circulated in the early years of 
American empire, revealing how indigenous people from newly acquired overseas territories 
were represented in a similar fashion to African Americans in the United States through 
stereotypes of the mammie, the samboe, and the pickaninney. (figs. 3.5 and 3.6) These cartoons 
served to frame U.S. colonial rule as a means of education and protection of colonized subjects 
as well as to satisfy white Americans’ antebellum nostalgia.136 Such depictions of Hawai’i 
underscore the way the Islands’ particular racialization was still being worked out in relation to 
mainland racial politics in the early twentieth century, but the stereotype of Kānaka Maoli as 
“ideal natives” quickly gained prominence in popular media and illustrated publications, as well 
as through their physical presence at international fairs and in touring hula shows. 
As Adria Imada has argued, this myth was grounded in colonizer’s gross distortion of the 
indigenous concept of aloha. For Kānaka Maoli, the concept of aloha is embedded in intricate 
understandings of kinship, spirituality, and vitality. Depending on context, the term might 
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express “love, sympathy, pity, joy, compassion, affection, veneration and mercy.”137 Yet, within 
colonial discourse, the word’s meaning is simplified into an expression of “boundless 
hospitality,” as one post-annexation picture book stated.138 The so-called “aloha spirit” of 
Hawai‘i has served to neutralize the Islands’ colonization by framing the American presence in 
Hawai’i as benign, even desired, among the Islands’ indigenous population.139 Furthermore, the 
colonial construction of Kanaka Maoli as a racial category rather than a national identity 
facilitated the United States’ occupation of the Islands and continues to obscure Kānaka Maoli 
claims to sovereignty into the present.140 
The racialization of Hawai’i and its indigenous people as ideally “native” grew 
exponentially in the early twentieth century in association with a burgeoning tourist industry in 
the Islands, which widely circulated the image of a hula girl.141 Such imagery functioned to 
further feminize and sexualize the Islands in order to establish Hawai’i as a Pacific paradise—
exotic but non-threatening—for wealthy travelers seeking escape from the woes of 
industrialization.142 In the early years of the statehood campaign, such imagery dominates. An 
editorial cartoon from 1948 by noted cartoonist Jay Norwood “Ding” Darling further illustrates 
how Hawai’i was overwhelmingly personified through the image of the hula girl. (fig. 3.7) The 
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cartoon circulated in the weeks after the first postwar bill’s failure in Congress. Here, Hawai’i is 
again personified and sexualized as a dark-haired hula girl, miniaturized and placed under the 
scrutiny of a microscope. She carries with her a bag of sugar and offers up a pineapple to her 
examiners. She is as much a product as the items she carries in her hands; all-together, the three 
represent the Islands’ top industries of sugar, pineapple, and tourism.143 The lens of the 
microscope and the gaze of the Congressman behind it overlook the foodstuff to zero in on the 
figure’s chest as a horde of giddy statesmen spill out from a doorway labeled “U.S. Senate 
Committee on Statehood” to line up for a look of their own. A Congressman toward the front 
asks for another look indicating the lengthy and repetitive process of review statehood wrought 
for the Islands, and also the popular pleasure the nation took more broadly in possessing Hawai’i 
from afar.  
In the lower left corner, a well-dressed white man wearing a lei that marks him as a 
delegate from the Territory carries a pocket watch and encourages his associates to hurry along. 
“We don't blame you for looking but time’s a wasting,” the delegate murmurs to the crowd. 
Ding’s cartoon accuses politicians of frivolously delaying the Islands’ admission for their own 
scopophilic benefit. The Territory Legislature is similarly the subject of criticism, represented as 
a greedy politician concerned for the effect that stalled statehood might have on commercial 
markets.144 Ding’s cartoon critically comments on the lengthy Congressional reviews and 
hearings that the statehood campaign entailed, but it does so through the continued subjugation 
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and otherization of Hawai’i’s indigenous community. From the perspective of Holst and 
Cummings, such romantic fancies were fine for the tourism industry, but the Islands’ association 
with exotic natives did little to advance the statehood cause. Rather, these ad men stressed that 
selling Hawai’i as a U.S. state required another tact, one that emphasized the Islands’ fitness for 
statehood and its value to the nation at large. Additionally, the statehood campaign would 
necessitate a new racial narrative for the Islands. 
Working on behalf of the Hawaii Statehood Commission, Holst and Cummings argued 
for the importance of visualizing Hawai’i anew for American audiences and politicians. The 
production of attractive and effective visual material was among their top recommendations for 
the Commission’s campaign. Reorienting the fight for statehood away from the issue of foreign 
influence or American colonial paternalism and toward the notion of the Islands’ equality with 
mainland states was among the intended aims.145 Shortly after their hire by the Commission, the 
ad agency set out to explore the possibilities for “a comprehensive booklet with attractive 
pictures in color which would show the people of the mainland a good overall picture of modern 
Hawaii.”146 The need for such a booklet was further emphasized following the Senate’s rejection 
of the statehood bill in 1948.  
The Commission’s public relations campaign hit a speed bump in 1949, however, when 
the Territorial Supreme Court ruled that the Commission could not participate in national or 
sectional advertising on behalf of statehood. The ruling was the result of a lawsuit filed by 
Territorial Senator Alice Kamokilaikawai Campbell. Kamokila Campbell, as she was known 
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locally, traced her genealogy to the ruling family of the Hawaiian Kingdom and was among the 
most vocal opponents of statehood throughout the pre- and postwar statehood efforts.147 Her 
lawsuit alleged that the Territorial government’s appropriations to the Statehood Commission 
constituted an improper use of public funds. In March 1949, the Hawai’i Supreme Court ruled 
unanimously in her favor effectively limiting the Statehood Commission’s ability to use public 
monies to promote the statehood agenda. 
As a result of the ruling, the Commission’s national campaign was drawn back, but the 
Commission itself remained in place. While they could no longer directly produce promotional 
material for Hawaiian statehood, they nonetheless found ways to indirectly promote it. 
Throughout the statehood debates, the Commission continued to coordinate an informational 
campaign out of its Honolulu office. They partnered with civic organizations to organize letter 
writing campaigns, and they maintained contact with over seventeen hundred newspaper editors 
throughout the continental United States. Additionally, Holst and Cummings served as an 
intermediary between the Commission and commercial partners supportive of the statehood 
issue. Although Holst and Cummings continued to recommend the production of a 
comprehensive picture book on “modern Hawaii,” even seeking to collect existing images from 
commercial organizations around the Islands, the limitations placed on the Commission’s use of 
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public funding seems to have prevented them from ever following through with such a 
booklet.148  
Holst and Cummings engagement with the statehood issue was not confined to the 
Hawaiian Statehood Commission, however. Under the expanded moniker Holst, Cummings, and 
Myers, the agency represented the Bishop National Bank of Hawaii, one of the Islands’ major 
financial institutions. Founded in 1858 by Charles Reed Bishop, the Bank grew steadily over the 
years, bolstered by the whaling industry and later by the Islands’ agriculture giants. The Bank 
navigated the political upheavals of the late nineteenth century, which in furthering the interests 
of white settlers running the Islands’ plantations, no doubt benefitted the Bank as well. Certainly, 
the Bank saw statehood to be of political and commercial benefit.149 In 1957, as Bank leaders 
sought ways to celebrate the institution’s upcoming centennial, production of a photobook 
became a major component in their anniversary activities. Although the archival record of 
centennial planning is limited, I propose that in the Bishop National Bank, Holst, Cummings, and 
Myers finally had a client capable of footing the bill for the picture book of “modern Hawaii” 
they had so long recommended. 
After Adams’s participation was confirmed and the general outline of the commissioned 
project was sketched, the Bank’s Head of Public Relations Edward Joesting took over 
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communication with Adams and worked alongside him to compose the text for the book. 
Throughout the production of what came to be The Islands of Hawaii, the language used by 
Adams and Joesting to discuss the book, its content, and its aim is strikingly similar to that 
employed by Holst and Cummings in their work with the Hawaiian Statehood Commission. By 
way of example, consider Joesting’s first letter to Adams, written in August 1957:  
Of all the possibilities which offer themselves to us, I have definite feelings at this point 
about only three. First, that our book be a well-rounded and true picture of Hawaii in 
1958. Second, that we avoid the clichés and the false impressions in which the Visitors 
Bureau and Chamber of Commerce specialize. Third, I feel we must avoid a historic 
book. There will certainly be occasional historic interest in our photography and writing, 
and it would be a great pleasure to do something of this sort, but I feel that we should 
rather have a book which is looking toward the future.150 
As Joesting envisions the photobook, he expresses a familiar desire to re-imagine Hawai’i in a 
new and ostensibly more authentic light. He reiterates a suggestion made by Adams in an earlier 
letter with the ad agency to leave behind the tourist industry’s image of an island paradise, a 
move that had been promoted by Holst and Cummings in their work with the Commission years 
prior. In stating first and foremost the need to capture a “well-rounded and true picture of 
Hawaii,” with an “eye looking toward the future,” Joesting seems to have statehood in sight. The 
Bank’s interests no doubt lay in doing its part to draw Hawai’i firmly into the American national 
consciousness, and their centennial occasioned the perfect opportunity to build upon Holst and 
Cummings’s call for an illustrated book that would affirm Hawai’i’s national belonging with the 
United States.  
Adams was a key addition to the project as it took shape under the Bank’s patronage and 
the driving force behind achieving this objective. As one photographer in Hawai’i put it, there 
was “minor local revolt” among artists in Honolulu when news of Adams’s commission was 
                                               




announced.151 Feeling overlooked by the Bank, an ad hoc committee of local artists planned to 
take their grievance to the press in hopes of altering the commission, but they eventually 
conceded to the “famous name and international reputation” of Adams.152 Indeed, in the decades 
after WWII, Adams found himself in high demand, mounting exhibitions for global audiences 
and taking on numerous commercial projects similar to the Bank’s centennial book. From the 
Bank’s perspective, a photobook covering the Islands produced by a respected and well-known 
American photographer had the ability not only to promote Bishop National Bank but the Islands 
more generally within the context of the statehood campaign. By commissioning Adams to 
complete their commemorative project, the Bishop National Bank in coordination with Holst, 
Cummings, and Myers was well on its way to building an mainland audience for The Islands of 
Hawaii. For Adams’s part, the Bank’s centennial project and its significance within the statehood 
campaign fit nicely with his broader interest in capturing the Americanism of minority 
communities in the United States. Adams’s growing reputation as the preeminent interpreter of 
the American natural scene and his previous experience with populations whose citizenship was 
under question, specifically the Japanese-Americans interned during World War II, ensured that 
The Islands of Hawaii would reach a broad audience of mainland residents and politicians with 
an effective message for an American Hawai’i. While The Islands of Hawaii was not originally 
produced for retail, it was gifted to bank members and was sent to mainland libraries, cultural 
institutions, and U.S. politicians. These latter recipients were specifically suggested by Adams.153 
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The Islands of Hawaii: Structure and Historical Narrative 
 
When Adams began work on The Islands of Hawaii he suggested a “sequence of ideas” that 
would serve to guide his travels around the Islands and that would come to define the book’s 
narrative structure and effect. He outlined this sequence as follows: “The Ocean and the Land,” 
“The First People,” “The Colonization,” “The Modern Land,” “The Modern People,” “The 
Visitor,” “The Industries and Culture,” and “Hawaii and the World.” In the published book, these 
themes are not overtly identified, but the book’s images are structured largely along this thematic 
sequence. The themes are further organized into two overarching sections that function to 
represent Hawai’i’s past and Hawai’i’s present. The first section dedicated to illustrating 
Hawai’i’s history aligns with the first three themes proposed by Adams. Page spreads displaying 
unpopulated landscapes and ocean views correspond to “The Ocean and the Land;” unpopulated 
landscapes depicting sites significant to Kānaka Maoli correspond to “The First People;” and 
idyllic scenes of colonial historic landmarks to “The Colonization.” The second section of the 
book seeks to represent present-day Hawai’i through images corresponding to the broad themes 
of “The Modern Land,” which is defined as land developed for commercial agriculture, and “The 
Modern People,” which the photographer also called “‘Happy Mixtures’” in his correspondence 
on the project. The theme of “Industries and Culture” is also incorporated into this latter section, 
corresponding largely to images of small, family-owned businesses that serve to diversify 
Hawai’i’s economy beyond the Islands’ Big Five agriculture giants while also speaking to the 
multicultural character of residents. Unable to avoid the tourist industry entirely, a single page 
spread dedicated to the theme of “The Visitor” is featured in the book. The book ends with a 




operations in the Islands that stress the strategic geography of Hawai’i for the nation’s armed 
forces, which was especially significant during the Cold War. 
 In total, The Islands of Hawaii features just over one hundred images, all black-and-
white, and all by Adams with the exception of a radar screen of the Hawaiian Islands on the title 
page that was provided by the United States Navy. Adams brought on the well-respected, avant-
garde designer Herbert Bayer to design the book’s layout. The design is clean and organized, 
asserting the photographic elements of the book through large reproductions and image 
groupings that are accompanied by small blocks of text written by Joesting. While the images are 
foregrounded, the narrative text is significant, helping to shape the interpretation of some of the 
“unconventional” scenes represented in the book. Whereas Joesting wrote the book’s main 
narrative, Adams ostensibly provided the image captions, which are largely formulaic in their 
description of the individual, event, and location featured. The book was wrapped in a simple 
rice paper dust jacket with the title printed matter-of-factly in a deep rust color at the top right 
corner. (fig. 3.8) The dust jacket was selected as an homage to the Japanese ancestry of 
Hawai’i’s largest ethnic community.154  
Although Joesting had previously expressed a desire to avoid a historic book, the 
temporal divide between past and present that characterizes The Islands of Hawaii is central to 
the book’s case for Hawaiian statehood. As scholars of settler-colonialism note, the “constructing 
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of the past” is central to the process of “owning the present.”155 In their version of Hawaiian 
history, Adams and Joesting follow the familiar settler-colonial thematic of replacement that 
scholar Jean O’Brien has termed “firsting” and “lasting.”156 This process asserts non-Native 
contributions as “the first” within a region at the same time that it laments “the last” of that 
region’s Native peoples. Through implicit and explicit claims to firsting and lasting, especially 
within an imagined history of the Islands’ settlement, Adams and Joesting make a case for the 
legitimacy of American claims to the land and for the Islands’ progress under colonial rule. In 
doing so, they simultaneously address the U.S. Territory’s fitness for statehood and work to avert 
criticism of American imperialism. 
The Islands of Hawaii opens with page spreads intended to offer a sense of the Hawaiian 
natural scene. Unpopulated panoramic views of ocean and beach intermix with detailed close-
ups of lava rock and tropical foliage. The function of such spreads is not only stage-setting. 
Rendered in Adams’s iconic style, the landscape images in the opening pages of The Islands of 
Hawaii establish the temporal framework for this section of the book as “the past.” One such 
page spread offers a modified version of Adams’s previous work on My Camera in the National 
Parks, where elemental and volcanic scenes from Hawaii National Park are integrated into an 
American landscape that appears to precede human time. (fig. 3.9) In the Islands of Hawaii 
spread, a thumbnail image of ferns is stacked atop another of tide pools formed by hardened lava 
from the Big Islands of Hawaii. The image pair appears on the left-hand page opposite a larger, 
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horizontal view of a beach from the Islands of Kaua’i that extends across the remaining page 
spread. As in My Camera in the National Parks, the images are meant to relay a visual story of 
the Islands’ natural creation, but if the message was too subtle, Joesting’s accompanying text 
make the point clear: “The sea, the clouds, the winds, the ocean currents, were here before the 
first brave Polynesian voyagers discovered this chain of Islands. These were here when the ocean 
waves first lapped against the warm lava and when the first plant survived in some sheltered 
crevice.” Joesting’s opening lines thus set the stage for the history of settlement told through the 
book, one that denies indigeneity by making everyone a settler. First, Joesting insists, there was 
simply the land and the sea.  
The ocean “is ever present,” Joesting’s text continues, and it “set[s] these Islands apart 
from the rest of the world,” while also connecting them to spaces beyond, notably Alaska 
(another potential U.S. state in the era) and Asia (the target of the nation’s Cold War foreign 
policy): “Ocean currents flow south from the Bay of Alaska, are warmed by the sun, fan out 
through the Islands and continue toward the Orient.” Adams visually echoes this idea of 
connection though the compositional arrangement of his beach landscape wherein the diagonal 
current of the rolling ocean surf moves inward toward land. Here, as elsewhere in the book, the 
ocean is not represented as a vast expanse of separation, but as a humble servant to the land and 
its means of access. Only a lone rock standing guard in the middle background suggests any 
tension between the ocean and the land. The exclusion of the human figure from the landscape, a 
common stylistic feature of Adams’s landscape practice, upholds the page spread’s imagined 
temporal register of Hawai’i prior to human settlement.    
Following such primordial landscapes, The Islands of Hawaii addresses the history of 




First People” and “The Colonization.” Within these pages, settlement is framed as a process 
shared by “brave Polynesia voyagers” and Western explorers alike, yet only the latter appear to 
have thrived, leaving an enduring mark on the land in the form of buildings and institutions. 
Positioning Western actors as the primary developers of Hawaiian land, as well as the primary 
cultural producers, Adams and Joesting make their case for Hawai‘i’s contemporary inclusion 
within the United States through the erasure of indigenous contribution. While the land was 
always-already American, as My Camera in the National Parks and the early pages of The 
Islands of Hawaii suggest, the people of Hawai’i nonetheless underwent a transformation from 
“Polynesian voyagers” to American citizens. 
 Despite the fact that the theme of Hawaiian settlement involves human agents, Adams’s 
images on these pages remain mostly figureless. They are distinguished from the photographer’s 
primordial landscapes of ocean, fern, and volcano only through the addition of built forms such 
as farms, fishponds, roads, and buildings. When these human-made structures reflect Native 
labor and history, their depiction and textual framing relegates Kānaka Maoli existence to the 
past. A pair of back-to-back page spreads, each featuring two images, illustrates the various 
aesthetic and rhetorical strategies that encourage readers to disassociate Kānaka Maoli from 
contemporary life. On the first, an image overlooking a plot of taro fields on Maui is paired 
opposite an image labeled Fish pond at dawn near Kaunakakai, Molokai. (fig. 3.10) On the 
second, a road paved with rock and stone identified as Kamehameha’s highway, South Kona, 
Hawaii neighbors a distant view of a Kukui tree grove on the Islands of Moloka’i. (fig. 3.11) The 
images are grouped on their respective page spreads according to related themes. The first spread 
highlights Kanaka Maoli sustenance practices while the second serves to summarize Native 




On the first page spread, Joesting’s text begins, “The essentials of daily life were these—
a taro patch for poi and the skill to catch fish from the sea.” Written in the past tense, his words 
characterize Kānaka Maoli as quaint, simple, and no longer present. While Joesting does note 
that there are still places where “the soft sounds of Hawaiian are heard at home, where skilled 
men fish…” and where “green fields of taro grow by the side of the sea,” he minimizes and 
romanticizes Native practice and existence. Adams’s images compound the historicizing tone of 
Joesting's text through a strategy of aestheticization that lends the sites he depicts to 
interpretations of non-functionality. For instance, the reduction of the fishpond at Molokai to its 
basic forms of dark rock dividing water and sky veers towards abstraction. The composition of 
the image, which places the rock wall at the base of the frame, forecloses the space from active 
participants. Within the larger spread, the formal study of the fishpond serves to direct the reader 
towards a formal study of the taro fields on the neighboring page. As such, the rectilinear taro 
fields in the foreground of Adams’s image are of note for the way they contrast with the jagged 
coastline in the background, but not for the sophisticated practices of water management and 
horticulture that Kānaka Maoli developed in order to grow taro. By aestheticizing the sites, 
Adams distracts from any consideration of function.  
On the following spread, the first image represents a road said to be utilized by the 
Hawaiian Kingdom’s first ruler, King Kamehameha. Its present non-functionality is suggested 
through a more obvious staging of natural deterioration and thus requires little aestheticizing by 
Adams, who directs his camera downwards to highlight rough volcanic rock in the foreground 
and to make the road fade into the brush as it recedes in the background. The opposing image 
featured on this spread is of a Kukui grove. Here, Adams merges aestheticization with a 




Kānaka Maoli and was especially prized by Hawaiian royalty for its silvery green leaves and 
dark nuts. Adams’s image depicts the tree’s branches as bare, however. While the loss of foliage 
is common during the Kukui’s dormant season, the popular conception of Hawai’i as a perpetual 
paradise makes the tall twisting branches of the Kukui stand out, literally and figuratively. 
Adams highlights the grove in bright white tones against a gray background in such a way to 
suggest its sacred status. At the same time, the trees’ dormancy is paired with the deteriorating 
highway to symbolize a Kingdom fated for decline. Thus, through this page spread, the 
suggestion of Kanaka Maoli cultural and political decline is linked with natural erosion. 
The one exception to Adams’s emptied landscapes in this section on “the First People” is 
a single portrait that appears on a page spread just before the aestheticized taro fields and 
fishpond. The first human face to greet the reader in The Islands of Hawaii is that of Naluahine 
Kaopua (fig. 3.12). His portrait’s placement in the book identifies him as Kanaka Maoli, and 
Adams’s composition visually articulates the close relationship between the natural environment 
and the people that Joesting’s text elucidates. Positioning Kaopua against a pattern of diagonal 
stripes that recall the palms from the neighboring image, Adams ties his body to the Hawaiian 
natural scene. Kaopua is notably older and as the only Kanaka Maoli pictured in this section, he 
is used to further suggest an aged and fading community. Adams’s interpretation of Kānaka 
Maoli thus perpetuates the myth of “a vanishing race” associated with Native Americans in the 
continental United States in the early twentieth century. This myth was famously represented and 
disseminated through the work of artists such as Edward S. Curtis, whose multi-volume text The 




white contemporaries believed were disappearing due to extinction and assimilation.157 Curtis’s 
portrait Geronimo—Apache, which was selected as the second plate in the first volume of The 
North American Indian resonates with Adams’s portrait of Kaopua. (fig. 3.13) In each, elderly 
men are positioned both as individuals and as representatives of their “race.” Their framing 
within each respective project—Geronimo positioned immediately following Curtis’s now well-
known photograph The Vanishing Race—Navaho (fig. 3.14) and Kaopua immediately preceding 
the unpopulated taro fields and aestheticized fishpond—construct broad narratives of Native loss 
and decline. In The Islands of Hawaii this narrative is interwoven into an imagined history of 
settlement that privileges Western settlers.158 
As The Islands of Hawaii begins to tell the story of Hawai’i’s colonization, the tone of 
images representing Western settlement is markedly different from that of Hawai‘i’s Polynesian 
settlement. The scenes illustrating this history feature sights related to the work of Christian 
missionaries in the Islands. Rather than overcast skies and dramatic, distant spaces the white 
clapboard New England-style architecture that formed the churches and homes of missionary 
settlers appear brightly lit by sunshine and are surrounded by spry foliage (fig. 3.15). Joesting’s 
text on the left-hand page begins to narrate the scenes: “On the northern shore of Kauai the first 
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missionary and his family to arrive at Hanalei Bay came by double canoe…Soon they built a 
church and furnished this mission house with possessions they had brought from New England.” 
Continuing on the right-hand page, Joesting writes, “the importance of their calling led the 
missionaries to labor without rest. On a hill overlooking the old capital of Lahaina the first 
newspaper was printed. The first sentence stated the urgency in their hearts: ‘In a far away 
country men thought it would be a good thing to publish knowledge.’” An image of the first print 
shop appears on the right-hand page of the spread above this text with the label First printing 
shop, Lahainaluna, Maui. Such framing links colonization with an idea of progress—a 
combination of knowledge and technology that figures significantly in the rest of the book. 
Switching his compositions from vast, expansive views to tightly composed images of buildings 
set snugly within their leafy surroundings, Adams adds a sense of permanency to the missionary 
cause and naturalizes their presence in the Islands. By noting how they arrived by “double 
canoe,” Joesting conflates the arrival of missionaries in Hawai’i with that of earlier Polynesian 
voyagers. At the same time, he elevates the place of missionaries within the Islands’ history, 
locating them spatially “on a hill overlooking the old capital” and symbolically with hearts 
guided by a calling from above. Although the imperial activity of Western nations was under 
scrutiny by the newly formed United Nations at the time, Adams and Joesting offer up a view of 
the colonization of Hawai’i as warm, righteous, and just.159  
The inclusion of the print shop at Lahainaluna in the context of The Islands of Hawaii is 
meant to suggest how early missionaries in Hawai’i advanced Hawaiian culture. Of course, what 
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the book refuses to tell and what the photograph is unable to capture is the fuller, more 
complicated story of Native resistance to colonial oppression, within which the print shop is a 
central feature. Prior to Western contact, Kanaka Maoli culture was based around an oral 
tradition; knowledge and history were passed through the generations by way of mele (song), 
mo’olelo (story), and oli (chant). Western missionaries actively sought to transition the Hawaiian 
language from voice to page, teaching Kānaka Maoli how to read and write in service of their 
conversion to Christianity. While the printing house was initially overseen by the missions and 
while adaptation of Hawaiian to written form contributed to the demise of oral traditions (a trend 
greatly exacerbated by a ban placed on spoken Hawaiian in public schools after the illegal 
overthrow of the Hawaiian monarch), recent historical work has begun to uncover the various 
ways Kānaka Maoli took control of print media and put it to use in a refusal of colonial power. In 
her history of the Islands’ legal code, Colonizing Hawai’i: The Cultural Power of Law, Sally 
Engle Merry discusses the way leaders in the Hawaiian Kingdom understood written language as 
a source of spiritual, political, and social power at the individual and state level.160 Additionally, 
Noenoe Silva’s important study Aloha Betrayed: Native Hawaiian Resistance to American 
Colonialism draws on Hawaiian language newspapers published by Kānaka Maoli to critique the 
traditional colonial historiography of Hawai’i. Silva demonstrates how key elements of the oral 
tradition remained active on the printed page, fostered the growth of the Hawaiian nation by 
connecting individuals across Islands, and facilitated Native resistance to colonial rule, 
particularly among Native women.161 Of note in this regard are the newspapers smuggled to 
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Queen Lili’uokalani during her imprisonment following the military coup against her. These 
papers reproduced mele and mo’olelo that transmitted hidden messages of support and 
encouragement perceptible only to one fluent in Kanaka Maoli language and culture.162 Whether 
the print shop at Lahainaluna was the first of its kind might be less important than the story of 
what print media facilitated in the Islands more broadly. As it is known today, the Hale Pa’i 
(printing house) stands as a reminder of American colonialism in Hawai’i, but not in the way 
Adams and Joesting intended. Rather than accept the neat story of colonial benevolence that The 
Islands of Hawaii writes, the print shop points to a more complicated history of colonial 
oppression and Native resilience. 
For readers of the time, however, the signifying possibilities of the print shop within The 
Islands of Hawaii are largely determined by the narrative Adams and Joesting construct in the 
book’s opening pages. In this historical section, empty beach scenes give way to unpopulated 
built environments narrated by Joesting’s imagined history of settlement. The blanket application 
of “settlement” as it is equally applied to “the First People” and Western colonizers functions to 
undermine Native ties to the land that might otherwise disrupt the statehood goal, conflating the 
experiences and intentions of Kānaka Maoli and colonizers. Additionally, at the same moment 
that the photobook introduces Kānaka Maoli and their way of life to readers, the images and text 
in this section suggest the near disappearance of this population. In presenting Kanaka Maoli 
culture as aged and docile, or as meager and unattended, the narrative of the book strategically 
represents the American colonization of Hawai’i as one of altruism, success, and perseverance. 
Indeed, by placing the section on Kānaka Maoli first and constructing a story of the community’s 
                                               





decline before ever broaching the topic of the Western settlement of the Islands within the 
photobook, Adams and Joesting disconnect the causal relationship between the two narratives. In 
this manner, The Islands of Hawaii makes no account for the devastating ills brought upon the 
Islands’ indigenous population precisely because of colonization, including disease, physical 
violence, cultural genocide, and an unlawful revolution. Instead, the historical narrative of The 
Islands of Hawaii suggests the natural decline of Kānaka Maoli and positions Western 
development as the Islands’ ultimate revitalization. 
 
Modern Land, Modern People in The Islands of Hawaii 
 
The main body of The Islands of Hawaii consists of page spreads dedicated to representing 
various aspects of the Islands’ contemporary industries and social scene. While the Hawaiian 
Statehood Commission had been circulating report sheets to Congress ad nauseam with facts, 
statistics, and demographics intended to demonstrate Hawai’i’s modernity and fitness for 
statehood, The Islands of Hawaii was able to make a more direct and emphatic case for a modern 
Hawai’i. As Adams had suggested, this section opens with images of what he called “the modern 
land,” defined as cultivated land through the emphasis placed within the book on Hawai’i’s 
agricultural industries. The first such industry to be featured prominently in The Islands of 
Hawaii is that of the sugar industry, which is allotted a full-page spread. (fig. 3.16) The spread’s 
primary image depicts a sugar mill in the middle of a field abundant with sugar cane. Nearing the 
picturesque, the mill seems quaintly nestled in the midst of the unruly crop still awaiting harvest. 
The view spreads out diagonally across the image leading the eye to the mountains running 
horizontally across the background. The mill’s tall cement stack stretches pin-straight into the 




different setting, these elements might signal the warmth and comfort of a cottage fireplace and 
chimney, but the tropical island climate and the context in which the image appears draws the 
viewer back to an understanding of work and industrial production: the fumes signifying the 
byproduct of sugar cane in the process of refinement.  
At the time of the Bishop National Bank’s commission, environmentalism was just 
beginning to take shape as an organized movement.163 An early supporter of conservation efforts 
on the mainland, Adams often lent his voice and photographs to the cause. Yet, like many at the 
time, he held a middle ground believing “that economic growth and prosperity were not 
incompatible with preservationist goals.”164 Thus, rather than turning a critical eye towards 
industrialization’s impact on the land, Adams naturalizes the agricultural industry. The gaseous 
substance that exits the mill in Adams’s photograph dissipates and mingles with the clouds 
without cause for concern. Adams has pictured the mill as only a tiny and inconsequential 
element of the bigger natural world in which it is found; nature appears capable of absorbing any 
potentially harmful side effects of industrial activities. 
As with the sugar mill, the human-made elements in other images of the plantation 
featured on this page spread similarly recede into their natural environment, while the human 
figure remains characteristically absent. On a sugar plantation in Hilo, Hawai’i, the crisscrossing 
beams of an actinometer station, which was used to measure the intensity of sun radiation on the 
field, echo the forms of the crop from which the station appears to grow forth. Adams fills the 
frame with an expanse of sky where dark clouds heavy with rain block the sun, forming a halo at 
the top of the image. The station and the sugar cane are dramatically shadowed, reduced to 
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silhouettes. Like the sugar mill image, this photograph is empty of the human figure. Rather than 
rendering the sugar industry in a historical narrative. as the emptiness of Adams’s landscapes in 
the opening of the book did for Kānaka Maoli, the vacant quality of the plantation images 
suggests that the fields and all their accompanying equipment function on their own, or at least 
with little human labor. The sun, the rain, and the advanced technology provide the necessary 
elements to grow, harvest, and refine sugar for mainland kitchens. The ills once associated with 
Hawai‘i’s agriculture industry, which had so forcefully influenced the shape and character of the 
Islands in the early nineteenth century, have disappeared in Adams’s images. 
Sugar, along with pineapple, elite tourists, and the freighters that transport these 
commodities and consumers between the Hawaiian and Californian coasts would have been 
familiar commercial enterprises by the time of The Islands of Hawaii’s publication. Such 
industries were known among mainland citizens through heavy advertising efforts led in the 
United States by the Big Five firms, Dole Pineapple Co., Matson Navigational Co., and the 
Hawaii Tourist Bureau.165 The presence of these industries in the photobook stood to remind 
readers of the archipelago’s significant link with the continental United States through luxury 
goods and the promise of leisure, each becoming more accessible to mainland audiences at the 
time. For example, the process of canning that was developed in the early twentieth century 
brought the pineapple and its symbolic associations with hospitality and wealth into the hands of 
the growing middle-class. Through these well-known industries, Hawai’i maintained a romantic 
appeal for consumers. Where The Islands of Hawaii functions most effectively, however, is in 
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broadening the scope of Hawai’i’s economic position, visualizing the Islands’ shift from a 
primarily plantation economy to one built on local commerce and defense.166   
As the reader moves through the publication, they are introduced to lesser-known Island 
industries such as cattle-ranching, furniture making, and clothing production. The book 
highlights small business owners and their workers, including Myron Wold, who developed a 
small fertilizing company using fern logs, and employees at the family-owned C. S. Wo and 
Sons furniture company. Picturing the Islands as a wellspring of production and livelihood for 
residents at home and on the mainland served as an important measure of Hawai’i’s 
Americanization. Revising their readers’ understanding of Hawaiian industries, Adams and 
Joesting draw the Islands into the central project of the mainland: capitalism, and in doing so, 
position Hawai’i within the contemporary national imaginary. 
Among the most significant photographs for the book’s agenda to visualize Hawai’i’s 
American-ness through business is a page spread dedicated to the lesser-known Hawaiian 
industry of cattle ranching (fig. 3.17). On the left, an image captioned “Driving cattle on the 
Parker Ranch, North Hawaii” depicts an expansive view of roaming cattle and horse-mounted 
cowboys. On the right, viewers are introduced to one of those figures more directly. Captioned 
“Kaou Horie, cowboy, North Hawaii,” the image features a man looking down at the camera 
from his position atop a horse. He grips the reins and saddle with one hand and places the other 
on his hip as he poses for the picture with a smile. These images overtly position Hawai’i as the 
new Western frontier. As indigenous scholar Michael Yellow Bird notes, the figure of the 
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cowboy, in contrast to that of the stereotypical Indian, is central to the colonial canon and has 
remained “in the hearts of most Americans, an evocative representation of American values: love 
of freedom, fairness, individualism, toughness, enterprise, forward-looking attitude, and 
whiteness.”167 The Hawaii Statehood Commission and its ad agency had similarly sought to 
emphasize the territory’s Americanization through independent farmers and rural scenes in their 
initial media campaign, yet their focus had been on highlighting white farmers in the Islands. 
While Horie’s ethnicity is not directly listed in the image caption, the placement and textual 
framing of his portrait within the book suggest he is of mixed Hawaiian and Asian heritage. In 
The Islands of Hawaii, Adams’s portrait of Horie thus serves to represent the territory’s cowboys 
as multiethnic figures, suggesting the successful assimilation of Kānaka Maoli and Asian 
immigrants to Western traditions. That Horie’s image appears just a few pages after the reader is 
introduced to the idea of Hawai’i’s fading native population through Kaopua’s portrait illustrates 
the manner in which the settler-colonial logic of elimination is carried forth not only through the 
catastrophic loss of Native life, but through “the social death of Nativeness” as well.168 
Assimilation is thus not a neutral process. As Yellow Bird and other scholars examining unequal 
power relations emphatically assert, the internalization of the colonizer’s dominant ideology only 
perpetuates native subjugation and repression in ever more disguised and treacherous ways.169 In 
The Islands of Hawaii, Horie is meant to signify the Islands’ non-white, but also no-longer-
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native, American cowboy. However, he is allotted only so much prestige—the pioneering genius 
of cattle ranching in Hawai’i is attributed by Joesting not to Horie but to the ranch’s founder, a 
white settler named John Parker. 
Presumably, the industries and businesses highlighted in The Islands of Hawaii were 
among the Bank’s corporate members, selected for inclusion as a marketing strategy.170 
Although Adams felt such industry images offered little “pictorial interest,” he recognized their 
necessity for the purposes of the Bank’s commission. As much as The Islands of Hawaii was 
meant to promote Hawai’i on behalf of the statehood campaign, the book was also meant to 
valorize the Bank itself and the industries it served. These goals were not mutually exclusive, for 
even the manner in which Adams and Joesting handle the subject of industry within The Islands 
of Hawaii served to signal the American-ness of the Island community, locating the territory on 
equal economic footing with the mainland. Moreover, within the logics of settler colonialism, 
images of Hawai’i’s worked land helped legitimize Hawai’i through Western conceptions of land 
management and ownership legible to mainland readers.  
Photographs representing Hawai’i’s worked land continue to appear throughout the 
remainder of the book, and they begin to intermix with portraits of “the modern people,” a 
category initially proposed by Adams as a means to highlight the Islands’ ethnic and cultural 
diversity. This section on the modern population of Hawai’i begins with a layout dedicated to the 
Islands’ Chinese-American community (fig. 3.18). A second page spread dedicated to the 
Japanese-American community appears later in the book. Together, these spreads represent the 
majority of the Islands’ population in the 1950s. While no other ethnic group is given dedicated 
pages spreads in the sections covering modern Hawai’i, portraits of individuals that appear 
                                               




throughout the rest of the book are frequently captioned with text identifying the subject’s ethnic 
heritage. In addition to residents of Chinese and Japanese heritage, The Islands of Hawaii 
highlights residents of Hungarian, Indian, Filipino, Southeast Asian, and Greek descent. 
Celebration of Hawai’i’s ethnic diversity was central to the pro-statehood stance, and the page 
spread on the Chinese-American community helps illustrate the extent to which the celebration 
of difference echoed within The Islands of Hawaii ultimately relied on the subtext of 
assimilation.  
Curiously, the first image in this spread is not of people, but of a cemetery. The top arch 
of a single gravestone occupies the image foreground, its form multiplying across the landscape 
that stretches out behind it. Each stone is marked by a Chinese symbol, and the photograph’s 
distant horizon line and edge-to-edge patterning suggest that many more graves lie outside the 
frame. An image of a mixed-race, smiling family of four appears next to the cemetery 
photograph, while the facing page features frankly composed portraits of Police Chief Dan Liu 
and Dr. Fred K. Lam, images that recall the portrait style Adams developed for his work on Born 
Free and Equal more than decade earlier. For example, similar to his frontal and simply 
composed portraits of Manzanar detainees, Adams’s portraits in The Islands of Hawaii are 
frequently quarter-length or half-length compositions of smiling or pleasant-looking figures. 
Additionally, just as Adams framed individuals through their labor in Born Free and Equal, he 
similarly focuses on the professional identities of individuals in The Islands of Hawaii. Some 
variation is discernible between the two projects; for instance, in The Islands of Hawaii, Adams’s 
style seems to relax a bit, but the effects are largely the same. Photographing the Police Chief of 
Honolulu, from a rooftop position above the city, Adams suggests his power and authority over 




Adams ventured out of his conventional format to imbue his portrait of Chief Liu with 
symbolic meaning, and the combination of images in the overall layout of the page spread 
creates symbolic meaning as well. While the depiction of gravesites on this page may strike 
readers as an odd if not morose inclusion alongside the other images of thriving residents, its 
purpose within the page’s visual narrative is spelled out by the accompanying text. Coming from 
China to seize the so-called “golden opportunity” of plantation work in Hawai’i, Joesting writes, 
immigrants “buried their dead in the earth of their adopted homeland.”171 The Chinese cemetery, 
like a Japanese cemetery pictured elsewhere in the book, underscores the rootedness of Hawai’i’s 
Asian immigrant communities and establishes that the individuals pictured alongside such 
images are likely American born, second and third generation Asian-Americans. Their “loyalty,” 
to borrow from the rhetoric of Adams’s Manzanar work, is evident in their notable contributions 
to Hawaiian society—a prospering family, a watchful police chief, and a caring doctor. This 
story of immigration, national adoption, and social contribution as told through Adams’s images 
and Joesting’s accompanying text recalls the assimilation cycle of the Chicago School of 
Sociology that guided the era’s racial liberalism. This was essentially Adams’s line of 
argumentation in Born Free and Equal, as discussed in chapter one. Adams’s portraits of 
industrious workers and dedicated professionals served to demonstrate the “loyalty” of 
incarcerated Japanese-Americans at Manzanar, and in the context of The Islands of Hawaii, they 
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offered a repudiation of accusations of communism among Hawai’i’s Asian laborers, which had 
characterized early statehood debates.  
Focusing on the labor and professional identities of Hawai’i’s nonwhite residents allowed 
Adams and Joesting to make a convincing case for the Americanism of the book’s subjects 
within the context of the Hawaiian statehood debates. Yet, it is important to note that the 
effectiveness of this approach lay not only in its suggestion of a subject’s civic contributions to 
society, but also in the way it limits readers’ perception of the subject’s identity as a political 
agent. The individuals occupying the pages of The Islands of Hawaii are depicted as engaged 
citizens, but their activities as such are qualified within economic and charitable terms. Joesting 
remarks how Chief Liu is a “twenty-six-year veteran of police work,” who now “devotes much 
of his time [to] working with underprivileged young people.” Similarly, Dr. Lam is a “Physician, 
humanitarian, [and] regent of the University of Hawaii,” and “is the son of Chinese immigrants 
to Hawaii.” As scholar Cristina Beltrán has cautioned within her study of contemporary Latino 
politics and identity formation in the United States, too strong a focus on labor and economic 
contribution can “overshadow acts of freedom performed in the political realm.”172 Even as 
Adams and Joesting highlight qualities traditionally associated with the democratic participation 
of citizens by acknowledging the intellect, judgement, and reason possessed by Chief Liu and 
Dr. Lam, they direct the application of those skills and insights towards the local community as 
opposed to national politics. Of course, the local is directly tied to the national, as evidenced by 
the Hawaiian Statehood Commission’s active courting of Chief Liu to endorse the statehood 
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cause behind the scenes.173 Yet, within The Islands of Hawaii, the notion that Hawai’i’s residents 
were simply contributing members of society in the professional and philanthropic sense surely 
helped ease the concerns of statehood opponents who had feared bloc voting among Hawai’i’s 
largely Asian-American population in the early years of the statehood campaign. 
Within the statehood debates of the late 1950s, the photograph of an interracial family 
featured on the page spread of Hawai’i’s Chinese-American community functioned as evidence 
of the Islands’ racial harmony, a claim statehood advocates increasingly advanced in the later 
years of the campaign. (fig. 3.19) Identified as the Larry Thiim family, the figures form the first 
image of social life in Hawai’i following the structural transition that marks the book’s departure 
from an allegorical depiction of the Islands’ past toward documentation of its present. Adams’s 
decision to ground readers’ perceptions of a modern Hawai’i with a family portrait held 
significance. Historically, the trope of the family has performed important ideological work in 
service of the nation and its colonial ambitions. The metaphor of the paternal colonizer 
protecting and rearing the infantile colonial subject cast the violent and historically specific 
process of colonialism as benevolent and natural.174 Familial metaphors, with their attendant 
gendered prescriptions, characterized debates at the time of Hawai’i’s annexation, and the tourist 
industry continued to represent the Islands as a feminized and available space within the popular 
imaginary throughout the twentieth century. The gendered family unit is not solely metaphoric; 
considerable energy has been spent on fostering and sustaining the nuclear family structure 
through state policy and law. Decades before the United States seized political power in Hawai’i, 
                                               
173 Oren E. Long, Hawaiian Statehood Commission, to Mr. Dan Liu, Chief of Police, Honolulu 
Police Department, January 8, 1958. Hawaii State Archives, Hawaii Statehood Commission 
Collection. 
174 Anne McClintock, “Family Feuds: Gender, Nationalism and the Family,” Feminist Review 




American missionaries and lawyers were actively reshaping Hawaiian social relations to 
conform to Western conceptions of family and community.175 In the postwar era, images of 
domesticity dominated American popular culture, serving as a symbol of U.S. prosperity and 
security.176 But the notion of “the happy family” not only occupied individuals on the social 
level, it also drove national policy.177 With the familial unit increasingly standing as metonym 
for the nation in the postwar years, the posed figures of Adams’s photograph formed the perfect 
image of family unity and stability with which to announce the modern, American population of 
Hawai’i, as well as to convey the sense of a modern, racially inclusive America. 
In the Thiim family photo, the domestic setting and the positioning of figures within the 
scene creates an image that speaks to normative economic, gendered, and sexual relations in the 
United States at the time. The triad of father, son, and mother/daughter, dressed predominantly in 
white, creates a balanced and solid presence against the dynamic structural angles and darker 
shades of the photograph’s background. The modern, albeit generic, architecture of the house 
recalls the developing suburbs of the mainland while the waxy leaves of tropical foliage visible 
along the left side of the image help to locate the setting specifically in Hawai’i. The domestic 
setting signals a middle-class standing for the Thiim family and demonstrates Hawai‘i’s share of 
the postwar prosperity experienced on the mainland. This sense of economic affluence carries 
throughout the book and was an important point to stress given the territorial government’s 
desire to establish the Islands on an equal standing with continental U.S. states. Furthermore, the 
power balance subtly articulated in the arrangement and appearance of the Thiim family 
                                               
175 Merry, Colonizing Hawai’i, 240–242.                                                                                                    
176 Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era (New York: 
Basic Books, 1988), ix. 




members forges a point of identification with American society through normative ideas of 
gender and labor.  
Mr. Thiim, the only figure directly named in the image’s caption, leans causally against 
the exterior wall of the family home. He appears literally and symbolically as the cornerstone of 
the domestic structure and the familial unit. His privileged position at the center of the image and 
at the apex of the familial triad implies his success in fulfilling his prescribed role as 
breadwinner. Indeed, the figure’s casual appearance—a white undershirt tucked into his dark 
slacks with belt, watch, and black leather shoes displaying a slight sheen along the toe—suggests 
his recent return from work. His body language and smile express a sense of pride in home and 
family. This display of emotion is notably directed towards his son as he looks down and to the 
left where the boy stands. The son, mirroring his father’s dress with the youthful addition of 
baseball cap, looks away from his task of watering the outside plants to meet the gaze of his 
mother and little sister at the right side of the frame. The father and the son signal the realm of 
labor, whether seemingly in respite or in adolescent training through household chores. In their 
singular stance, they represent to varying degrees masculine work, independence, and authority. 
By contrast, the mother and daughter stand in a close embrace on the steps near the 
residential entrance. While the father provides material support, Adams clearly pictures the 
mother as the emotional support in the family, lovingly enveloping her daughter and holding an 
intimate gaze with her son. While everyone else in the image appears casually dressed, the 
mother is stylishly adorned for the camera in a white dress with soft horizontal lines running 
across its fore-gore skirt, accessorized with metallic wedged sandals, pearlescent earrings, and a 
wedding band. Like the mirrored dress of father and son, the daughter’s outfit is a youthful 




the little girl’s wrinkled frock and bare feet occlude such a reading. She appears content in her 
childish state, attached at the hip to her mother. Mrs. Thiim counters her husband’s status as 
breadwinner, appearing as a benevolent guardian of the doorway visible in the background and 
the domestic sphere into which it leads.  
Though none of the figures in the image make direct eye contact with the photographer, 
they nonetheless seem aware of Adams’s presence. Their slight self-consciousness in response to 
being photographed, evidenced in the shy retreat of the little girl into her mother or the averted 
gaze of the father, adds to the veracity of the image.178 The Thiim family appears here as the 
everyday family of Hawai’i in a way that was easily relatable to readers. Indeed, with the 
background space of the photograph bounded by the physical presence of the house, the familial 
triad opens toward the foreground to include the figure outside the frame, initially fulfilled by 
Adams and subsequently occupied by the book’s reader. Looking at the Thiims, readers of The 
Islands of Hawaii could easily link the familial affection, economic standing, and gendered 
dynamics of the family in Adams’s image to what they knew and expected of American families 
in the mid-twentieth century. The multiracial makeup of the Thiims, however, was a stark 
departure from the image of the white American family so often dominating the pages of Life 
and Look. Yet, this divergence from the norm took on new significance within the historical 
moment of the late 1950s, functioning to further arguments in favor of statehood. 
From the beginning of the postwar Hawaiian statehood campaign, advocates promoted 
Hawai’i’s usefulness on the international stage, particularly in Asia. Not only did the Islands’ 
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geography serve U.S. interests militarily and materially, but the image of Hawai’i as a “racial 
paradise”—a site where all races of the world lived harmoniously and prospered—was also 
stressed for its symbolic value. The image of Hawai’i as a racial paradise helped to represent 
American democracy favorably to the world, particularly across the Pacific. As previously 
colonized nations gained independence and considered their political futures, American 
Congressmen saw Hawai’i as a useful tool that could help sway leaders of emerging nations 
from aligning with the Soviets. If Hawai’i, a territory where more than half the residents were of 
Asian heritage, could thrive under American democracy, so too could other Asian nations.179 
Such internationalist arguments persisted throughout the statehood campaign and continued to 
hold importance after Hawai’i achieved statehood in 1959 when political leaders at the state and 
national levels could officially point to the Islands as proof of American democracy in action.180 
The high rate of interracial marriage in the Islands, of which the Thiims are an index within the 
pages of The Islands of Hawaii, seemed to prove the Islands’ racial harmony: in the mid-1940s, 
nearly 40 percent of marriages in Hawai’i involved partners from different ethnic groups.181 The 
Thiim family photo offers a site through which to consider the significance of Hawai’i not only 
as a proving ground for American democracy in the international context, but also as a “place 
where U.S. race relations could be refigured and rehabilitated.”182 As the statehood campaign 
progressed throughout the 1950s, the rhetoric of Hawai’i as a racial paradise would take on 
greater significance for U.S. domestic race relations.  
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At the same time that American cultural and political leaders proclaimed the Islands a 
racial paradise to refute international criticism of U.S. race relations, racial and ethnic differences 
within the Islands, and between the Islands and the mainland, were tempered for white audiences 
in the United States by emphasizing an assimilation narrative, particularly through Hawai’i’s 
mixed-race couples. Returning to the Thiim family photo, the caption below reads, “Larry Thiim 
family of Danish-French-Hawaiian-Chinese descent.” The placement and captioning of the 
Thiim’s portrait celebrate the family’s Chinese roots on the surface, yet the rhetorical treatment 
of the image follows the normative visual representation by subtly privileging the family’s 
Anglo-Saxon roots. Thus, intermarriage is framed as a path for the gradual transition of 
Hawai’i’s residents from racial “others” to assimilated Americans. The hyphenated identity of 
the Thiim family members is offered to the reader as a hierarchy of genetic and cultural 
influences with gendered origins. The surname Thiim links the Danish, and presumably French, 
heritage to the husband and father figure, while the wife and mother figure ostensibly becomes 
the bearer of the Hawaiian and Chinese heritage. Despite the instability of phenotypic markers of 
race, readers familiar (consciously or unconsciously) with a biological process of identification 
and classification associated with the American eugenics movement, which reached its height in 
the early twentieth century and continued to influence racial thinking in the years surrounding 
WWII, might locate the family’s Asian Pacific roots in the dark hair and almond-shaped eyes of 
Mrs. Thiim.183 In the Thiim family photograph, racial identity is staged as both biological and 
cultural, but Hawai’i becomes a site where the sexual politics of the era, which otherwise 
rejected interracial coupling, begin to ease somewhat, allowing the cultural formation of race to 
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override the biological when it served the interests of whites. The end result is nonetheless the 
same: the inclusion of some into the realm of whiteness and the continued exclusion of others, 
notably African Americans. The political utility of Hawaiian statehood and its attendant rhetoric 
of racial harmony for the consolidation of whiteness and the maintenance of white power grew in 
the late 1950s in response to the increasing visibility of African Americans fighting for equality 
in the American South.  
The coupling of a white man and a woman of color as represented by the Thiims would 
no doubt have been shocking to some mainland readers, yet the particulars of the family 
managed to mitigate the threat they might be seen to pose to established power dynamics.184 
Historically, relationships involving a male from a dominant group and a female from a non-
dominant group have been more easily incorporated into American society. By contrast, even the 
suggestion of intimacy between a non-white male and a white female has been taken as grounds 
for deadly violence, as the tragic experience of Emmett Till, a fourteen-year-old African 
American boy brutally murder in 1955 for allegedly whistling at a white woman in Mississippi, 
reveals. The fact that Mrs. Thiim was not black mattered immensely; her indigenous heritage 
located her within a history of interracial coupling in the American settler colonial context that 
served to bolster white dominance and American expansion by funneling control of native 
wealth and lands to white husbands.185 In fact, such was the case with Charles Reed Bishop, co-
founder of Bishop National Bank, whose marriage to Princess Bernice Pauahi Pākī garnered him 
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a close relationship with the royal Hawaiian family and control of his wife’s estate following her 
death in 1884.186  
The acceptability of the Thiim family’s coupling was also supported by the shifting racial 
dynamics of the postwar era. As discussed in chapter one, throughout much of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, Asian immigrants to the United States, primarily Chinese and Japanese, had 
been broadly racialized as unassimilable. However, the Second World War brought a quick shift 
in perceptions towards Asian Americans in the United States as evidenced in the visual culture of 
the time. Where vulgar characterizations of Asian immigrants as menacing insects and animals 
once predominated, images of Asian Americans as dedicated, nonthreatening, and loyal workers 
were increasingly circulated in the postwar years. Adams’s earlier work from Manzanar 
Relocation Center published in Born Free and Equal was a forerunner of this new respectable 
representation, and the narrative used in that publication is carried forward though his work in 
Hawai’i. While fears of communist sympathies among Hawai’i’s Asian population preoccupied 
political opponents in the early years of the statehood campaign, especially as the territory’s 
Japanese-led labor unions made gains in the immediate postwar years, statehood advocates 
consistently reframed the Islands’ Asian population as wholly assimilated. Within the settler-
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colonial context of statehood, Hawai’i’s Chinese- and Japanese-American residents were “model 
minorities” who “happily mixed” with white settlers in replacement of the colonial discourse of 
Kānaka Maoli as “ideal natives.” Thus, whether they were constructing images of industry, 
Kānaka Maoli, mixed-race couples, or Asian-American settlers, Adams and Joesting were 
persistent in their assertion that the Hawai’i of the 1950s was modern, prospering, and above all, 
American. 
 In this way, The Islands of Hawaii serves as much more than a promotional booklet for 
Bishop National Bank. The publication was intended to reach a particular audience on the 
continental United States whose eyes were already on Hawai’i, but whose hearts and minds 
might still need to be assured of the Islands’ Americanism. The book sits within a collection of 
projects by Adams that sought to utilize photography to work through and guide shifting ideas of 
race and citizenship in the mid-twentieth century. While Adams approached this work with 
progressive intentions, The Islands of Hawaii begins to give shape to the limits of the era’s 
liberal politics. 
The Islands of Hawaii contributed to the growing racialization of Asian Americans as the 
“model minority”: industrious and assimilable. The postwar re-articulation of Asian Americans 
did not result in their full acceptance as white, as earlier racial reorganizations had for some 
European immigrants, but their entrance into the sphere of whiteness performed similar political 
work, helping to shore up white supremacy at a time when it was under attack. Just as certain 
groups in Hawai’i saw the post-WWII climate as a moment to seize upon in advancing the cause 
for Hawaiian statehood, so too did African Americans in the continental United States seek to 
leverage the war in their fight for economic and social justice. The development of the model 




challenges posed by African Americans during this time. As scholar Ellen Wu explains, the 
mythology grew out of the era’s political philosophy of liberalism, specifically the advent of 
"racial liberalism: the growing belief in political and intellectual circles that the country's racial 
diversity could be most ably managed through the assimilation and integration of nonwhites."187 
Racial liberalism shifted the discussions around race from biology to culture, but it left the focus 
and the impetus for change on the individual rather than on larger systemic processes. Adams’s 
treatment of his Asian American subjects at Manzanar and in Hawai’i fit within this racial 
liberalist framework, promoting the notion that his subjects deserved recognition as Americans 
because they have proven their loyalty through hard work and a dedicated commitment to 
American values. Implicit within the model minority myth is the belief that the inequality of 
other minority groups is a matter of their own personal and cultural failings.188 In this way, the 
myth functioned to delegitimize African American protests against structural inequalities.  
Indeed, the growing civil rights movement in the American South had a direct impact on 
The Islands of Hawaii. In September of 1957, as Adams made the first of two visits that he 
would take to Hawai’i for work on the project, news of the Little Rock Nine and the 
desegregation of Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas dominated the headlines. Adams 
had been following events in the South carefully over the past decade as he worked with his 
close friend and photography curator Nancy Newhall on a project covering African American 
education, which is discussed further in the following chapter. The stirring media images of 
African-American high school students surrounded by angry mobs as they were barred from 
entering Central High School became a flashpoint for the movement. (fig. 3.20) They made 
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evident the enormous gap between American ideals of equality and the reality of discrimination 
faced by people of color in the United States. International governments specifically pointed to 
the debacle to critique the hypocrisy of the United States. Tensions in Little Rock persisted 
throughout the month of September as Adams worked in Hawai’i. Following weeks of impasse 
and the escort of federal troops, the students were finally able to enter the school to begin 
attending classes with their white peers. The circumstances of Little Rock made the “racial 
paradise” discourse surrounding Hawai’i all the more important and the passage of a statehood 
bill all the more attractive for those seeking to reassert the inclusivity of American democracy.  
The events in Arkansas clearly struck a chord with Adams. Within The Islands of Hawaii, 
the photographer provides a counterpoint to the harsh depictions of the Little Rock school year 
with an image of children peacefully walking the grounds of McKinley High School in Honolulu 
(fig 3.21).189 Adams composed the image to position the viewer at a distance, looking out over 
the scene from a position above. The weather is pleasant, the atmosphere welcoming, and the 
figures stroll in small, intimate groups dispersed throughout the foreground and background. 
They carry books and purses, and for the most part their backs are to the viewer as they walk in 
the direction of the stately building in the distance suggesting a morning arrival for class. The 
camera is set too far back to capture any telling details about the students’ race or ethnicity, but 
Joesting’s text picks up on a narrative of racial harmony. “Today, in small one-room buildings in 
the country, as in large city schools,” Joesting states, “classrooms are filled with children and 
teachers whose parents or grandparents have come from nearly every country in the world. They 
form, what is surely, the world’s most cosmopolitan school system.” Through text and 
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photograph, Adams and Joesting construct Hawai’i’s schools as expansive, well attended, and 
unique, particularly in their “cosmopolitan” nature, a description that carries not only 
connotations of worldliness, but also of wealth. Yet, again, beneath the surface lies a more 
pernicious story. The realm of education and the site of the classroom have always been central 
to the colonization and disciplining of the other.190  
The oblique reference to mounting social tensions in the continental United States is 
accompanied by the celebration of multiculturalism in Hawai’i, which sets the Islands apart from 
the mainland and is offered up as the panacea to the nation’s social ills. Of course, the 
multiculturalism on display in images such as the Thiim family and the school scene at 
McKinley is not so much an embrace of difference as it is a celebration of the other’s 
assimilation to whiteness. Indeed, key elements of the photographs and their accompanying text 
function to annihilate cultural and ethnic difference altogether. In the Thiim family image, the 
caption helps to mitigate contemporary concerns towards racial mixing with the promise of 
future homogenization. The photo of McKinley High School carries forth this rhetorical promise 
by obscuring ethnic difference through the distant perspective.  
The stakes of white multiculturalism within The Islands of Hawaii not only mattered for 
reinforcing the black/white divide in the continental United States, but it also functioned “to 
mystify, and to keep out of public discourse, other multicultural realities in which white people 
are not the overwhelming occupiers of the centre of national space,” as Ghassan Hage has 
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argued.191 The majority Asian-American population of Hawai’i participated in other forms of 
multicultural community building that did not serve to buttress white power structures. Traces of 
this history are visible in Adams’s images as the indexical excess that escaped the 
photographer’s control and/or recognition. Take for instance the discarded flip-flops, or slippers 
as they are known in Hawai’i, on the front steps of the Thiim family home. Descended from the 
Japanese zoris, these casual, back-less sandals were common footwear among Hawai’i’s laboring 
community, whose diverse origins in China, Japan, and the Philippines resulted in social and 
labor alliances across immigrant groups in the mid-twentieth century.192 Within the Thiim family 
photograph, the slippers are a trace of a multicultural history that thrived on cultural difference as 
opposed to cultural assimilation. Like the Lahainaluna print shop, the flip-flops hold the potential 
to disrupt the story of assimilation into a dominate culture of whiteness that The Islands of 
Hawaii attempted to write, this time by pointing to the pan-Asian multiculturalism that sustained 
Hawai’i’s laborers.  
Hawai’i became the nation’s fiftieth state in August 1959, one year after The Islands of 
Hawaii was published. Hawaiian statehood is only a continuation of the settler-colonial process 
in Hawai’i, but it has had complex effects. Even as statehood was predicated on the 
nonthreatening and familiar notion of white multiculturalism, the radical possibilities for cross-
cultural and cross-racial alliances that statehood opponents feared did indeed reach beyond the 
Islands. On March 21, 1965 civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr. marched peacefully in 
Selma, Alabama crossing the Edmond Pettus Bridge with a Hawaiian lei around his neck (fig. 
3.22). Earlier that month, activists attempting to do the same as part of a freedom march from 
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Selma to Montgomery had been violently suppressed, an act of aggression marked in popular 
consciousness as Bloody Sunday. The attack against activists shook the nation, and as King and 
activists prepared once again to complete their march, a delegation of supporters from Hawai’i 
arrived in Selma with leis in a show of solidarity.193 As newspapers and magazines reported on 
the peaceful crossing of the bridge, viewers’ eyes fell upon photographs of King and others 
linked in arms and donned in the floral symbol of aloha. (fig. 3.23) Absent the co-option of 
colonizing discourse, but also notably absent of Kānaka Maoli, these images reflect how 
Hawaiian statehood could serve the anti-racist mission of coalition building even as they 
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The Untold Story of Progress Report: 
Ansel Adams, Nancy Newhall, and Photographic Citizenship 
 
Adams’s engagement with documentary photography, race, and citizenship began with Born 
Free and Equal: The Story of Loyal Japanese Americans and it in some ways came to an end 
with another story, this one as yet untold. Shortly following his time at Manzanar, the 
photographer began developing a project to further address American race relations through the 
theme of Negro education. The project eventually gained the title Progress Report, a moniker 
that recalls both a quotidian, school report card and a rigorous, official assessment of the current 
state of affairs.194 The project preoccupied the photographer on and off for more than a decade 
between 1945 and 1957. Planning began shortly after his time documenting Japanese 
incarceration at Manzanar Relocation Center and continued in between his travels to Hawai’i to 
photograph Hawaii National Park in 1947 and later the Islands’ residents and industry in 
1957/58. Variously conceived of as a photobook, an exhibition, and some combination of the 
two, Progress Report has remained largely unexamined by Adams scholars. This is partly 
because the project was never realized and partly because Adams’s work on it is detailed only in 
pieces, buried within personal letters or concealed in documents held largely in the archives of 
his collaborator Nancy Newhall rather than in his own official archive at the Center for Creative 
Photography. This archival location is telling and suggests another reason Progress Report has 
gone understudied: like Born Free and Equal and The Islands of Hawaii, the project does not 
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conform to Adams’s self-consciously constructed and institutionally-maintained identity as a fine 
art landscape photographer.195  
The American historian Jonathan Spaulding is the only scholar to come close to telling 
the story of Progress Report in his biography of the artist, Ansel Adams and the American 
Landscape, published without the approval of the Adams’s estate in 1998. Spaulding’s brief 
mention attributes the project’s demise to Adams and Newhall’s inability to locate a publisher to 
underwrite the photobook. In Spaulding’s account, the topic proved too controversial, too 
unmarketable given the era’s conservatism.196 In the initial years of the book’s development, 
however, the case appears to be the opposite. A 1945 exchange between Adams and Paul 
Brooks, an editor at Houghton Mifflin Company, details an interest in books “dealing with the 
Negro question” and “race tolerance.”197 Indeed, the postwar years brought a surge of cultural 
and political projects aimed at analyzing, summarizing, and solving the so-called “Negro 
problem.”198 On June 28, 1947, Harry S. Truman became the first U.S. president to address the 
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National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. His speech, broadcast over the 
radio to a national audience, identified discrimination based on ancestry, religion, and race as the 
central hurdle to achieving a truly democratic future for the United States. Progress Report was 
Adams’s attempt to participate in and capitalize on this moment of collective reflection, 
edification, and reform around the nation’s race relations. 
Adams’s letters with Newhall concerning the project do suggest some difficulty securing 
financial backing for the project, but even so, the matter of funding alone does not sufficiently 
account for Progress Report’s unpublished status. During the project’s early development, 
Adams and Newhall sought and received funding from philanthropists and from black 
educational institutions. Planning for the book spanned more than a decade and evolved in 
response to the cultural censorship of the early Cold War, landmark civil rights legislation of the 
1950s, and a growing social movement for racial equality. Adams and Newhall repeatedly 
adjusted their plans and budget based on what they felt was most likely to succeed at a given 
moment. Furthermore, attributing the project’s demise to publishers’ conservative tastes, as 
Spaulding does, too easily casts Adams in a glorifying light as a progressive artist ahead of his 
time. As previous chapters have argued, Adams’s participation in advancing social causes was 
grounded in a framework of racial liberalism that celebrated difference only when its ultimate 
path led toward assimilation and the consolidation of white power. 
This chapter offers an in-depth look into the story behind Progress Report. I detail the 
planning of the book through three stages: a period of early development between 1945 and 
1947; a phase of advanced development and possibility between 1948 and 1950; and a brief, last 
straw effort to complete the project between 1955 and 1957. My discussion of each phase takes 




account of how Adams and Newhall conceive of the project at various moments and analyzes 
select images under consideration. In the final section, I consider how a 1956 manuscript of 
Progress Report, much like his other photobooks, serves as a prescription for African American 
citizenship. Positioning the unpublished manuscript against the increasing visibility of African 
American civil rights activists at mid-century, I argue that the failure of Progress Report is 
ultimately due to Adams and Newhall’s inability to reconcile their particular brand of 
citizenship—an apolitical, assimilationist adherence to the norms of whiteness that Adams called 
“Americanism”—with the citizenry made visible in and through the era’s concurrent civil rights 
photography. In my attempt to recover Progress Report from the archive, I also consider the way 
that activists in the civil rights era modeled a different version of state-based citizenship than 
Adams deemed appropriate. 
 
A Double Crusade: Early Planning for the Negro Education Book, 1945–1947 
 
An early proposal for Progress Report, identified as “A Book (or Books) on the Subject of 
Education of the Negro,” broadly outlines the artist’s objectives for the project as follows:  
1. To affirm the dignity and capacity of the Negro people. 
2. To indicate that Education is the most potent factor in the solution of problems 
of racial tensions and discrimination.  
3. To present examples of achievement among the Negro people.  
4. To stress the ‘human potential.’ There will be no emphasis on immediate 
conditions; the content of the book will be positive rather than negative in the 
propaganda sense.199 
 
These objectives would remain relatively constant throughout the project’s various iterations, 
although as the discussion to follow elucidates, Adams’s stated goals are often contradicted and 
undermined by the photographer, both his actions and his chosen images. What stands out from 
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an initial reading of these stated objectives is the way they seem to adhere to Adams’s general 
approach to documentary in the era. While the photographer’s last objective “to stress the 
‘human potential,’” might seem to refer to the intended human subjects of his book, it is actually 
a reference to the type of photographs he imagines the book to contain and the effect they might 
have on readers. For the photographer, the term “human” could be applied to an idea or an image 
as a way to express its positive, uplifting function or content, and it indicated the opposite of 
“propaganda,” presumably because it signaled independence from a political or institutional 
power.200 Adams often used “human” to modify “documentary” as a way to contrast his 
approach with what he felt was too depressing, manipulative, or crass in contemporary 
photojournalism and socially engaged photography. When applied to photographs, the term 
“human” was not solely or even primarily a reference to the presence of the human figure, but 
rather signified the image’s feeling or tone.  
For Adams, “human” further implied a particular aesthetic quality where strong, linear 
compositions, sharp focus, natural lighting, and wide tonal range were esteemed. This straight 
aesthetic has largely been interpreted by scholars as central to Adams’s efforts to assert 
photography’s fine art status given its centrality to the loosely-formed art collective Group f.64, 
which Adams helps establish in 1932. In her rethinking of the aesthetic philosophy of Group 
f.64, particularly as practiced by its most active and vocal members, Adams and Edward Weston, 
Ellen Macfarlane proposes that the group’s insistence on straight photography should not be 
reduced to an artistic position alone, but rather understood as a political stance against 
                                               
200 My understanding of Adams’s ideas about documentary and the terminology he developed 
around it is greatly indebted to Sarah Miller’s discussion of the matter. Sarah Miller, “Inventing 
‘Documentary’ in American Photography, 1930–1945” PhD Dissertation (Chicago: University of 




“manipulated vision more broadly, namely, visual propaganda.”201 Turning to the American 
transcendentalist texts and European philosophers that expounded the need to begin with the 
individual before seeking to change the social, MacFarlane interprets the straight aesthetic that 
Adams and Weston employed as a didactic tool, one meant to instruct viewers in the process of 
thoughtful observation and unbiased seeing so as to equip them to better navigate a rising sea of 
propagandistic images.202 “Human” thus encompassed a pedagogical dimension and in his early 
book proposal, as in those still to come, the photographer remained insistent that Progress 
Report could most successfully meet its objectives only through “human” photographs. This was 
what Adams’s friend, Nancy Newhall, who would soon join the project as a collaborator, 
identified as the book’s “double crusade”—a battle both against dull, negative documentary 
photography and against racism.203 
Adams found early financial support and thematic guidance for Progress Report from 
Garfield Merner, a prominent San Francisco industrialist and philanthropist. The idea to focus on 
the topic of education appears to have sprung from conversations with Merner, who served on 
the board of the United Negro College Fund as well as the board of advisors for various black 
universities in the American South. Through connections facilitated by Merner, Adams secured a 
small cash advance to support project development from the presidents of Bennett College and 
Clark College, two historically black institutions in North Carolina and Georgia respectively. 
The funds were provided with the understanding that the book would be dedicated to Mrs. Henry 
                                               
201 Ellen MacFarlane, “Group f.64, Rocks, and the Limits of the Political Photograph,” American 
Art 30, no. 3 (Fall 2016): 26–53 
202 I agree with MacFarlane’s assessment of Adams’s photographic practice as a pedagogical 
one, but I emphasize the unconscious biases that prevented him from fulfilling his progressive 
intentions, as well as his conscious efforts to shape viewers’ engagement with his work. 
Ultimately, I see Adams’s pedagogy as normative and oppressive rather than emancipatory. 
203 Nancy Newhall to Ansel Adams, undated, c.1947. Newhall Papers, GRI. 
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Pfeiffer and Mr. John D. Rockefeller, “two pioneers in philanthropy for Negro education,” as 
Bennett College President Dr. David Jones wrote to Adams in 1945.204 Dr. Jones also saw an 
opportunity to add to the pedagogical mission of the College, inviting Adams to give a lecture 
tour and lead photography workshops for students upon his visit to campus.  
Adams was ambivalent in his response to Dr. Jones’s request, mentioning that the era’s 
gas shortages prohibited his travel at the current moment.205 In a separate letter to Merner, 
Adams wrote that he was facing a number of deadlines that prevented immediate development of 
the “Negro book,” but that the primary reason he preferred to delay travel was that he needed to 
“thoroughly digest this problem of Negro education, secure advice and informative sources and 
lay out the field of operations well in advance of any actual photography.”206 To this end, in late 
1945, Adams prepared a questionnaire to gather information and public comment that would 
help inform the project’s scope. While it is unclear if the questionnaire actually circulated, the 
questions themselves are revealing:207 
1) Economic, racial, and social considerations aside, do you think the negro is 
capable of the same intellectual and cultural development as the white?  
2) Assuming that such development is in relation to education and experience, do 
you feel the negro can fully participate in our economic and cultural life?  
3) If you do not think so, what are your basic reasons?  
4) In what direction do you advise education for the WHITE to enable him to 
fully comprehend the negro problem? 
 
                                               
204 The original advance from Bennett College and Clark College was $1,500 (about $19,000 
today). Dr. David Jones to Ansel Adams, July 8, 1945. Newhall Papers, GRI. 
205 Ansel Adams to Dr. David Jones, July 16, 1945. Newhall Papers, GRI. 
206 Ansel Adams to Garfield Merner, July 16, 1945. Newhall Papers, GRI. 
207 At one mention, Adams intended to circulate the questionnaire to a list of about 500 names, 
though the actual list has been lost and only a few letters of response remain in the archive, 
possibly from individuals who only ever reviewed drafts of the questionnaire. Ansel Adams to 
William Cummings, “Now” magazine, October 31, 1945. Newhall Papers, GRI. 
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The questions are reflective of shifts underway in how race and racism was perceived in the 
postwar era and the white liberal position vis-à-vis such shifts. The first two rhetorically replicate 
how a discourse of race as related to nurture was replacing a discourse of race rooted in nature, 
while also revealing the tenacity of the latter. The last question points to the double 
understanding of “education” in regard to Progress Report—African American education would 
be the theme of the book, but the education of white audiences, particularly “the man on the 
street,” as Adams frequently envisioned his reader, was the intended goal.208 Overall, Adams’s 
survey demonstrates some of the developing tenets of racial liberalism that acknowledged past 
racisms, relocated race outside the body while instituting racism within the individual, and 
promoted assimilation as the pathway to a peaceful, problem-free future. 
Adams soon came to believe that his book on Negro education should include 
contributions by numerous photographers in addition to himself in order to cover the most 
geographic and conceptual ground related to the theme as possible. He partnered with Newhall to 
identify photographers, locations, subject matter, and existing photographs of an appropriate 
“human” quality and to manage project logistics. Newhall would also write the book’s primary 
text. She officially joined Adams as co-author sometime in 1947, and in early 1948 the two work 
together to produce a mockup of the book that they could circulate to publishers and potential 
sponsors in order to secure additional financial support. Since Adams had not yet made a trip 
South, the two followed a common practice in the era and gathered extant photographs to 
illustrate their mockup. While this early version of the book does not survive in the archive, 
letters and reproduction requests dating to the period provide some sense of its contents. The 
                                               
208 On more than one occasion Adams uses the term “man on the street” to describe the intended 
audience for Progress Report. See for instance, Ansel Adams to Donald Slesinger, October 27, 
1944. Newhall Papers, GRI. 
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biggest change from Adams’s preliminary project proposal is the identification of a narrative to 
guide the book. Even though Adams had never actually spent time in the American South, he 
began to envision a project that would explore the relationship between the regional environment 
and the African-American experience. This was a similar premise to his work on Born Free and 
Equal, but here the storyline shifted slightly. While Born Free and Equal advanced the thesis 
that Japanese Americans were transformed for the better based on their exposure to the clean, 
crisp air and stunning vistas of California’s Northern mountains, as discussed in chapter one, the 
first mock-up of the Negro book that Adams and Newhall produced marveled at African-
American achievement in spite of an un-inspiring social and natural environment in the South. 
For the mock-up, Adams and Newhall solicited extant images from only the most 
“creative artists, capable of sympathetic interpretation and fine craftsmanship” in order to 
illustrate the new concept, and they intended for the images to carry the narrative with minimal 
text.209 Among the images included in the dummy was Walker Evans’s Minstrel Poster, 
Alabama from 1936, a photograph depicting a large show bill plastered to a brick wall. (fig. 4.1) 
The image is closely framed around the advertisement announcing the tour of “J. C. Lincoln’s 
Sunny South Minstrels.” The scene illustrating the poster displays a cast of black stereotypes 
caught in befuddled chaos. Evans’s photograph originally appeared in his seminal photobook 
American Photographs in 1938.210 Arranged in two parts, the book featured a single image per 
                                               
209 Ansel Adams, project proposal dated to January 7, 1946. Newhall Papers, GRI. 
210 While the format of the photo book has a long history rooted in the medium’s nineteenth-
century beginnings, technological advancements in printing made its production in the twentieth 
century significantly easier. Evans’s American Photographs (1938) would have a strong 
influence on the generation of photographers to follow in terms of sequencing and design. David 
Levi Strauss, “Walker Evans, American Photographs,” in The Book of 101 Books: Seminal 
Photographic Books of the Twentieth Century, edited by Andrew Roth (New York: PPP Editions 
in association with Roth Horowitz, 2001). 
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page spread accompanied only by a page number. A table of contents followed each section, 
listing short descriptive titles with dates and the occasional location, but as readers moved 
through the book, they are encouraged primarily to look and to look in sequence.211  
In American Photographs, Evans crops the text from the minstrel advertisement, 
confronting viewers with only the illustrated scene. (fig. 4.2) The text of storefront 
advertisements and roadside signage was a central feature of other images within American 
Photographs, so it is significant that Evans cropped it out of his reproduction of Minstrel Poster, 
Alabama. In doing so, he drew attention to the act and functions of portraiture. This is 
emphasized through the brief sequence that precedes Minstrel Poster, Alabama within American 
Photographs. Before arriving at the poster, readers encounter a series of Evans’s photographs 
that depict portraits in a variety of forms and media: two photographs that prominently feature 
historic sculptures of white soldiers (the first of a WWI soldier and the second of a Confederate 
general), followed by three portraits of male figures, young and middle-aged, dressed formally in 
uniform or tie; the last photo before Minstrel Poster, Alabama features an older, dark-skinned 
man with a weathered face, tattered clothes, and shovels resting over his left shoulder. (fig. 4.3) 
Turning the page from this laborer, a coal dock worker in Cuba whom Evans photographed 
extensively in 1933, the reader arrives at Minstrel Poster, Alabama. The worn poster serves to 
bookend the preceding series of portraits, which begins and ends with figures isolated from 
American visual culture. The sequence serves to bring awareness to the practice of portraiture, 
both formal and caricatured; asking viewers to reflect on how we see and come to know others. 
                                               
211 Inside the book’s dust jacket, the reader encountered a directive in capital letters: “THE 
REPORDUCTIONS PRESENTED IN THIS BOOK ARE INTENDED TO BE LOOKED AT IN 
THEIR GIVEN SEQUENCE.” Walker Evans, American Photographs (New York, NY: Museum 
of Modern Art, 1938). Quoted in David Campany, Walker Evans: The Magazine Work 
(Göttingen, Germany: Steidl, 2014), no. 58, 68. 
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Adams would not have agreed with such a reading. In fact, he thoroughly disliked 
American Photographs when it was first published. He had been a fan of Evans’s previously, but 
the book and its depiction of the darker, gloomier side of the United State irritated Adams. 
Shortly after its publication, Adams critiqued the book in a letter to his patron, David McAlpin: 
“America is not that way; some of it is, but not all of it… I repeat, America is a land of joy—
more than any other land. With all the misery, all the economic troubles, and the crack-pot 
politicians, we are still the most liberal, the best off, and the most beautiful country in the 
world.”212 It is unclear how Adams and Newhall planned to reproduce Evans’s Minstrel Poster, 
Alabama in their book on Negro education, but its relocation from one printed and historic 
context to another would certainly have encouraged new meaning. Furthermore, given Adams’s 
belief that “some really swell photographs” had been lost in the obtuse premise of American 
Photographs, it is likely that he reveled in the opportunity to recuperate Evans’s work for what 
he believed would be a more worthy purpose. Since Adams and Newhall intended to comment 
upon the relationship between the environment and the individual, Minstrel Poster, Alabama 
seems to have resonated with the authors more for its suggestion of deterioration and neglect 
than for its comment on representational practice and knowledge production as its inclusion in 
American Photographs elucidates. To this end, it seems likely that the image would have 
appeared in its original version in the Negro book mock-up, with the dry weeds at the base of the 
brick wall remaining visible and suggestive of the South’s perceived decrepitude. 
 In addition to Evans’s photograph, Adams and Newhall intended to feature portraits of 
accomplished black individuals. When Newhall contacted Edward Weston to request some of his 
                                               
212 Ansel Adams to David McAlpin, November 4, 1938, published in Ansel Adams: Letters 
1916–1984, edited by Mary Street Alinder and Andrea Gray Stillman (Boston, MA: Little, 
Brown and Company, 2001), 113. 
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prints for inclusion in the book, she asked for his portraits of the African-American educator 
Brown Jones and of the outsider artist and sculptor William Edmondson, the first African 
American to have a solo exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City. 213 (figs. 4.4 
and 4.5) She also requested an image from his series on the defunct and abandoned Bell Grove 
plantation house in Louisiana, the one featuring a “window, with glimpse of trees and moss.”214 
(fig. 4.6) Contrasting rundown Southern sites with exceptional black individuals, the message of 
the book was intended to be simple: “Decay of South, strength of Negroes…” as Newhall wrote 
in her letter to Weston.215  
Given the authors’ intention to keep text to a minimum, it is worth raising the question of 
whether readers would have viewed the figures in Weston’s portraits as accomplished 
individuals or have understood his plantation image as indicative of decay as Adams and 
Newhall intended. Weston’s portrait of Jones resonates with the common understanding that 
intellect finds expression in introspection. The blackboard upon which he leans is nearly blank 
save for the faint outline of a geometric shape to the right of his head and the words “no 
smoking” to the left. His gaze is cast downward, and thus also inward. The subject or skills he 
might be said to instill in students as well as the enrichment or challenge he himself might 
encounter in such work remains uncertain. Yet, there is a solemnness to Mr. Jones that is 
suggestive of a complex world both inside and outside the man himself, one he seems aware he 
cannot totally manage through his work in the classroom. While Adams and Newhall may have 
                                               
213 Both portraits were likely taken for Weston’s commission by The Limited Editions Club to 
photograph “real American faces” and “real American places” to illustrate a deluxe printing of 
Walt Whitman’s epic poetry collection, “Leaves of Grass.” A two-volume set of Leaves of Grass 
illustrated with Weston’s images appeared in 1942.  




been interested in this complexity, I believe the image’s broader appeal for the authors lay in 
another quality of the image, namely the way the portrait conforms easily to a politics of 
respectability that effectively played on white liberal norms to challenge oppression. Weston’s 
portrayal of Mr. Jones likely resonated with the authors for the way the figure’s solemn 
appearance might elicit concern or sympathy from white viewers who could recognize the man 
as a quiet, dedicated educator of facts and decorum—as indicated by the mathematic diagram 
and “no smoking” instruction surrounding the figure.  
Weston’s portrait of Edmondson also depicts a man self-possessed and direct, and it too 
seems to fit within the developing race-liberal discourse that sought to correct racial tensions by 
generating white sympathies. On its own, the portrait gives little indication of Edmondson’s 
creative activities as an accomplished sculptor, especially for those unfamiliar with his chosen 
medium of stone. When viewed in relation to the variously decadent and decaying Bell Grove 
image by Weston or the offensive stereotypes of Minstrel Poster, Alabama, Edmondson’s studio 
setting is diminished and illegible as a space of production. Rather, the chipped rocks and 
tattered shoes surrounding Edmondson’s feet read less as products of vigorous, creative 
production and more as stereotypical symbols of poverty. 
The likelihood that Weston’s portrait of Edmondson would be read in relation to poverty 
rather than social advancement seems to contrast with Adams’s stated intention to “stress the 
‘human potential’” and emphasize positive, uplifting photographs within the Negro education 
project. These pictures, I propose, are not contradictory to Adams’s idea of “human” 
documentary but help illuminate its relationship to the race-liberal paradigm developing in the 
era. In seeking to educate white readers on the “dignity and capacity of the Negro” and to elicit 
their sympathies in the pursuit of social change, the authors re-center white consciousness and 
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agency.216 The Negro book mock-up suggests that African Americans are capable and willing to 
assimilate, as evidenced in their accomplishments thus far even within a less-than-ideal context; 
imagine what might be possible if only the social and environmental conditions of the South 
were different, the authors seem to say. Furthermore, this selection of images by Weston and 
Evans underscore how the framework of “human” documentary was a way for Adams to 
maintain control over the field of photography, to champion a mode of photography that he and 
those he viewed as kindred spirits practiced, and when necessary, to reform their vision toward 
what he viewed as more productive ends. 
 
 
Politics and New Possibilities: The Negro Book, 1948–1950 
 
Adams and Newhall were optimistic about the project, and their letters to each other during the 
late 1940s express a sense of urgency for getting the work done in order to capitalize on the 
postwar ethos of racial liberalism sweeping the nation. The mock-up they compiled in early 1948 
gave them a tangible base upon which to build and they began seeking feedback from fellow 
photographers and notable figures who they felt could help develop the project further. 
Newhall’s base during this time was New York City and she was in close contact with the 
community of photographers there, including those associated with the New York Photo League. 
She also spent her summers at Black Mountain College in North Carolina and from there 
maintained regular contact with Dr. Jones at Bennett College.217 During this secondary stage of 
                                               
216 Melamed, 61. 
217 Recent scholarly work on Black Mountain College has highlighted how the racial and gender 
politics of the era, and of the South in particular, were negotiated in relation to the egalitarian 
existence and community-based pedagogy members of the school sought to embrace. Further 
consideration of how Newhall’s summers at the school informed her work on Progress Report 
would prove fruitful for future development of the chapter. See for example, Bryan Barcena, 
“Texture of the South: Roland Hayes and Integration at Black Mountain College,” in Leap 
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planning, one moment stands out for its potential to re-orient the photobook towards a more 
meaningful engagement with the issues of race and racism. In March of 1948, Adams met with 
prominent black intellectual W.E.B. Du Bois regarding the project’s themes and potential, 
receiving some incisive feedback that helped expand the project’s scope but also pushed its 
authors into uncomfortable territory. The new perspectives and possibilities Du Bois’s feedback 
helped instill in the project were ultimately closed by historical circumstances and by the 
inability of Adams to recognize elements of the political within his idea of “human” 
documentary. 
In early 1948, with a dummy of what was still only then known as “the Negro book,” the 
photographer reached out to Du Bois seeking his counsel on the project. The two arranged to 
meet during Du Bois’s upcoming lecture tour on the West Coast. Of all the individuals Adams 
and Newhall consulted regarding their photobook, Du Bois was among the most appropriate. As 
a sociologist, philosopher, and activist, he had devoted his life’s work to understanding race and 
racism and to developing ways to combat racial oppression. Among his notable contributions to 
the study of race was his early articulation of the intersections between racialization and visual 
culture. Through concepts such as “double consciousness,” “the veil” and “second sight,” Du 
Bois laid out a theory of race that explicitly implicated processes of looking and seeing in the 
                                               
Before You Look: Black Mountain College, 1933–1957 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2016): 209; Eva Diaz, “Stowaways,” in Leap Before You Look: Black Mountain College, 1933–
1957, 234–41. Contemporary painter Tomashi Jackson considers the way Josef Albers’s theory 
of color, developed during his time as a professor at Black Mountain College, might be informed 
by the rhetoric of segregation/desegregation, see Risa Puleo, “The Linguistic Overlap of Color 
Theory and Racism,” interview with Tomashi Jackson, December 14, 2016. 
https://hyperallergic.com/345021. Accessed February 5, 2017. Scholars have also begun to look 
more closely at the photography program at Black Mountain College, which Beaumont Newhall 
helped establish, see Julie J. Thomson, Begin to See: The Photographers of Black Mountain 
College (Asheville, NC: Black Mountain College Museum + Arts Center, 2017): 6. 
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production and perpetuation of racial categories and hierarchies. As Shawn Michelle Smith 
states, Du Bois posited “racialization…as the effect of both intense scrutiny and obfuscation 
under a white supremacist gaze.”218  
Du Bois was also interested in the potential to override the detrimental aspects of visual 
culture by employing art and creative output towards productive, rehabilitative ends. Early in his 
career, the use of visual media had figured prominently among Du Bois’s anti-racist 
methodologies.219 If dehumanizing depictions of African Americans perpetuated the 
misperceptions of the white gaze as it fell both upon the image of black subjects and upon black 
individuals themselves, then taking control of such representation was a key step towards 
breaking down social barriers. In this vein, Du Bois helped organize the American Negro Exhibit 
at the 1900 Paris Exposition, overseeing the production of a series of photographic albums for 
inclusion in the program.220 His albums included over 300 portraits of well-to-do black 
                                               
218 Shawn Michelle Smith. Photography on the Color Line: W.E.B. Du Bois, Race, and Visual 
Culture (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004), 2. 
219 The importance of visual culture to concepts of race and the achievement of racial justice was 
also recognized by an earlier generation of black abolitionists and intellectuals, most notably 
Frederick Douglass and Sojourner Truth, and by Du Bois’s contemporary, Booker T. 
Washington. For recent studies examining black visual theory and African American identity and 
activism in light of nineteenth century photography, see Nell Irvin Painter, Sojourner Truth: A 
Life, A Symbol (1997); Michael Bieze, Booker T. Washington and the Art of Self-Representation 
(2008); Pictures and Progress: Early Photography and the Making of African American Identity 
(2012); Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby, Enduring Truths: Sojourner's Shadows and Substance 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2015); John Stauffer, Zoe Trodd, and Celeste-Marie 
Bernier, Picturing Frederick Douglass: An Illustrated Biography of the Nineteenth Century's 
Most Photographed American (New York: Liveright, 2015). 
220 Overseen by Thomas J. Calloway, the American Negro Exhibit also featured portraits and 
statuary depicting respected black leaders and African American soldiers; the patents of black 
inventors; and an extensive collection of African American literary works. Additionally, beating 
Adams to the idea by nearly a half century, the Negro Exhibit included photographs, reports, and 
artifacts that highlighted the daily studies and significant achievements of students, teachers, and 
programs from the most prominent black schools of the day, including Fisk University, Hampton 
and Tuskegee Institutes, and Howard and Atlanta Universities. Smith, 13. 
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Georgians, consisting of formally posed studio portraits as well as scenes from daily life. (figs. 
4.7 and 4.8) Positioned in direct repudiation to the biological essentialism of nineteenth-century 
race science and the demeaning stereotypes of African Americans common in the era, Du Bois’s 
albums sought to educate audiences on the diverse physical appearances and rich cultural life of 
Georgia’s black community.221 He sought to make public the affirmative work that private 
family photo albums and local studio photographers had been doing for black Americans for 
decades.222  
Adams’s intentions with the Negro book were not unlike Du Bois’s Paris Exposition 
albums in this respect—both men believed positive representations of black Americans could 
override negative social narratives and affect constructive social change. However, a few key 
differences set the projects apart. Du Bois’s albums reflected a struggle over power; through his 
exhibition, he wrested control of the image of black life by locating the means of production and 
presentation within the hands of those black Americans being represented—the albums were 
filled with standard, but self-fashioned portraits and scenes largely taken by Thomas Askew, an 
established black studio photographer in Georgia.223 His albums were also accompanied by 
compelling data visualizations that contextualized his images with facts and figures from his 
social research. By contrast, the photographers associated with Progress Report as it existed in 
1948 were overwhelmingly white men, reflecting little to no awareness on the part of Adams or 
                                               
221 Ibid., 61–62. 
222 bell hooks and Deborah Willis, among others, have continually noted the affirmative role 
photography plays within black communities, and a small body of scholarship is beginning to 
examine the specificities of this claim in different times and places. See for example, Earnestine 
Jenkins, Race Representation & Photography in 19th Century Memphis: From Slavery to Jim 
Crow (Burlington, VA: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2016). 
223 Though the images are unattributed, Shawn Michell Smith has identified Askew as the 
primary photographer of the Negro Albums. Smith, 66. 
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Newhall as to the broader history of black representational practices or the field of contemporary 
black photographers.224 These oversights persisted throughout later iterations of the book even as 
Adams and Newhall added Gordon Parks to their working list of photographers. Furthermore, 
nearly fifty years separates Progress Report from Du Bois’s Paris Exposition albums, situating 
the two projects within distinct social, cultural, and political contexts.225 In the years since his 
work on the American Negro Exhibit, Du Bois’s understanding of racism, its root causes, and the 
best means of its dismantling had begun to shift. This evolution is evident in the feedback Du 
Bois offers Adams on his and Newhall’s book. 
The meeting between Adams and Du Bois took place in early March of 1948. It was brief 
and informal; Du Bois was too busy to sit for a portrait as Adams had hoped, but the 
photographer was able to share the mockup of “the Negro book.” Immediately after the meeting, 
Adams wrote to Newhall to reflect on the feedback he had received. “Altogether, a very fine 
contact with a wonderful and charming person,” Adams reported in a letter dated to March 5. 
Although brief, Adams felt the meeting had been fruitful with Du Bois offering two constructive 
                                               
224 In addition to Edward Weston and Walker Evans, Adams and Newhall approach Brett 
Weston, Paul Strand, Consuelo Kanaga, Helen Levitt, Lisette Model, Barbara Morgan, Henri 
Cartier-Bresson, and Todd Webb about the project in the later 1940s. They later add Henwar 
Rodakiewicz, Morris Engle, and Rosalie Gwathmey to the list. In a letter to Newhall in 1948, 
Adams does remark, “Have an idea there are quite a few negro photographers that would 
probably ‘come through’ in a grand way with proper stimulus. We have a negro in our class who 
had a very fine feeling, but not too good mechanics; but I have no doubts that he could do 
something swell if given the boost.” He is likely refereeing to David Johnson, the only African-
American photographer in the first cohort of students to enroll in the new Department of 
Photography that Adams established at the California School of Fine Arts (today the San 
Francisco Art Institute). Nevertheless, Johnson’s name never appears, nor do those of more 
prominent black photographers of the era such as Roy DeCarava or James Van Der Zee. Ansel 
Adams to Nancy Newhall, March 27, 1948. Newhall Papers, GRI. 
225 Composed within a historical context when scientific racism and eugenics were at a peak, Du 
Bois’s albums could employ photography against its institutional uses and operate “as sites of 
resistance,” as Smith argues. Yet, there were nonetheless limitations to his strategy, namely in 
the way it re-inscribes normative notions of class and gender. Smith, 77–112.  
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suggestions he felt necessary to pass along to Newhall: “He [Du Bois] stressed the supreme 
importance of bringing in, as a dominant theme, the WORK and INCOME aspects,” and “he 
observed that we needed to broaden our reference library!!”226 In other words, Du Bois pointed 
out glaring blind spots in Adams and Newhall’s text, encouraging them to include more black 
voices and sociological research. Further, while education was an important topic for the 
African-American community, one that Du Bois had reflected on seriously in his own work, the 
philosopher stressed that if the project was to rise above a mere picture book, its authors would 
need to engage more critically with the economic side of race relations in the United States. Du 
Bois’s own work had been moving steadily in this direction and his thoughts on education and on 
the most effective anti-racist strategies were evolving in kind. 
Early work by Du Bois, such as his albums for the 1900 Paris Exposition and his 
groundbreaking collection of essays The Souls of Black Folk (1903), reflect his initial views that 
racism toward black Americans persisted in large part due to ignorance among whites regarding 
their fellow citizens. In Souls, Du Bois theorized that this ignorance was in part the product of a 
symbolic veil that mediated the relationship between whites and blacks. For the white individual, 
the veil functioned as a type of screen projecting images of black inferiority that inhibited their 
ability to recognize black humanity. The relationship between black individuals and the veil was 
more complicated, engendering Du Bois’s theorizations of “double consciousness” as the black 
subject’s awareness of the derogatory ways they were viewed by others, which could fracture 
and weaken their own sense of humanity.227 As with other leaders within the African American 
                                               
226 Ansel Adams to Nancy Newhall, March 5, 1948. Newhall Papers, GRI. 
227 Du Bois’s developments of his concept of double-consciousness was not wholly negative. 
This outsider position could lead to a “second sight,” a subject’s critical vision that held the 
potential to see ideological structures invisible to most and thus made them better able to 
dismantle them. Smith, 40–42.  
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community, Du Bois posited education as a key component in fighting the negative effects of the 
veil and the broader structures of Jim Crow racism within which he lived and worked. The 
philosopher understood education in two ways: on the one hand, there was the education of 
whites through an antiracist program that could penetrate the veil/screen in order to reveal the 
humanity of blacks (as Du Bois attempted through the Paris Exposition albums); on the other 
hand, formal education was required for blacks to support critical reflection and social 
advancement. 
The exact nature of African American education was a matter of debate at the turn of the 
century and Du Bois’s thoughts differed from the prevailing pedagogical programs of the era. 
The primary educational philosophy of the early Jim Crow era, associated with Booker T. 
Washington, foregrounded vocational programs and skills-based training as the main goal of 
black education in order to support African Americans’ access to jobs and wages.228 By contrast, 
Du Bois felt a broad liberal arts education in the humanities and sciences, one grounded in topics 
of particular concern to African-American communities such as the history and culture of Africa 
and the history of slavery, would better position black Americans to take pride in their culture, to 
understand their present social positions, and to resist continued oppression.229 In an essay 
                                               
228 For more on Washington’s educational program, see Booker T. Washington “Industrial 
Education; Will It Solve the Negro Problem (Answered Each Month by the Greatest Thinkers of 
the Black Race),” Colored American Magazine (February 1904): 87–92. Washington’s approach 
was criticized as accommodationist by Du Bois and by a generation of scholars growing out of 
the 1950s, but a new generation of scholarship is offering a more nuanced reading of his 
educational philosophies. See for instance, Laura R. Fisher, “Head and Hands Together: Booker 
T. Washington’s Vocational Realism,” American Literature 87, no. 4 (December 2015): 709–
737. 
229 In his essay “On the Training of Black Men” Du Bois writes, “The function of the Negro 
college, then, is clear: it must maintain the standards of popular education, it must seek the social 
regeneration of the Negro, and it must help in the solution of problems of race contact and co-
operation. And finally, beyond all this, it must develop men.” W.E.B. Du Bois. The Souls of 
Black Folk: Essays and Sketches. 8th ed. (Chicago: McClurg, 1909): 108. See also, Reiland 
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written shortly after the publication of The Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois advanced his notion of 
“the talented tenth,” emphasizing that a select subset of college-educated black leaders could 
most successfully guide the larger African American community to integration with mainstream 
society while still maintaining a distinct black identity.230  
Forty-five years after the publication of Souls and “The Talented Tenth,” Du Bois’s 
feedback on Adams and Newhall’s book hints at how much his ideas had evolved. In August 
1948, just a few months after he met with Adams, Du Bois returned to the topic of education and 
black leadership in “The Talented Tenth Memorial Address” delivered at the Nineteenth Grand 
Boulé Conclave for Sigma Pi Phi. In the address, he reflects on the work of the “talented tenth” 
thus far and seeks to clarify his stance on the antiracist possibilities of education and the 
responsibilities of educated blacks to the larger community. In the nearly half century since he 
proposed a program of uplift through the educated classes, Du Bois was disappointed to find that 
those “talented tenth” who had found personal success had not always turned their good fortune 
toward helping others in the black community. Rather, in the philosopher’s view, they had been 
consumed with status and selfishness and were content to seek assimilation in mainstream white 
society at the expense of black culture.231  
                                               
Rabaka, "W.E.B. Du Bois's Evolving Africana Philosophy of Education," Journal of Black 
Studies 33, no. 4 (2003): 399–449.  
230 Although Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk was influential and groundbreaking, the author 
had largely overlooked the issue of class within the black community, leaving his text vulnerable 
to charges of elitism. In “The Talented Tenth,” Du Bois doubles down on his notion of higher 
education and the effects it can have on the larger black community. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. 
“W.E.B. Du Bois and the Talented Tenth” in The Future of the Race, 119 (New York, NY: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1996). 
231 William Edward Burghardt Du Bois, “The Talented Tenth Memorial Address,” in The Future 
of the Race, 165. (New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 1996 (1948)). 
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Du Bois saw false promise in this process of economic and cultural assimilation, and in 
his later career he became more critical of the norms and ideals of the United States, adopting an 
internationalist perspective on political formation and solidarity. His understanding of American 
racism evolved as well. Texts such as Darkwater (1920), Black Reconstruction (1935), and Dusk 
of Dawn (1940), chart Du Bois’s growing awareness of whiteness as a “‘phantasy’ of dominion” 
without end, of the irrational logic of racism, and of the intersection between concepts of race 
and capitalism.232 Where his initial understanding of racial oppression located racism in 
ignorance, informational programs such as the Georgia Negro albums at the Paris Exposition 
seemed a productive response. But Du Bois’s advanced understanding of racial oppression 
located racism as a feature of complex factors involving ignorance, ill-will, economic motives 
and unconscious, irrational habits and reflexes.233 Education still figured among Du Bois’s 
antiracist strategies, but he believed it was failing to support critical examination of oppressive 
economic conditions: 
Now the central thought of any cultural effort […] to build something better is 
economic reconstruction. Ignorance of this central fact is widespread. Economics 
is not being taught as it should be in the schools and colleges today: and I mean of 
course by economics—knowledge of the meaning of work, of how it may best be 
done; of the significance and ownership of machines, of the role of credit and 
money; of the distribution of goods and services, of the possibilities of human 
effort today.234  
 
                                               
232 Ella Myers, “Beyond the Wages of Whiteness: Du Bois on the Irrationality of Antiblack 
Racism,” Items, Social Science Research Council (2017). Accessed June 19, 2018. 
https://items.ssrc.org/beyond-the-wages-of-whiteness-du-bois-on-the-irrationality-of-antiblack-
racism/. 
233 Robert Gooding-Williams, "W.E.B. Du Bois," The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy (Summer 2018 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.) Forthcoming URL. Accessed June 
19, 2018. 
234 Du Bois, “The Talented Tenth Memorial Address.” 
 
 173 
When Du Bois referred to economics, he meant not only the production and transfer of wealth in 
the abstract, but to a wholistic understanding of the social relations imbedded in economic 
systems and to consideration for how economics impacts the means of social change. What 
might appear at first as a rather mild statement on education in his Memorial Address takes on 
greater weight as evidence of Du Bois’s mounting critique of racial capitalism. 
Thus, when Du Bois advised Adams to engage more fully with the economic aspects of 
education, he was referring not simply to the funding of schools or the way education supported 
better paying jobs for graduates. Rather, he had in mind the larger economic system of American 
capitalism which permitted the objectification of laboring masses of all races and required in turn 
the maintenance of racial hierarchies and divisions in order to sustain itself. With education as a 
focus of their project, Adams and Newhall unknowingly ventured into a long and storied debate 
within the African American community about the appropriate nature and aims of black 
education without fully appreciating its complexity and implications. Du Bois’s suggestion to 
expand their bibliography and think more critically about the issue of economics was a generous 
nudge to push the project in that direction. In a follow-up letter to Du Bois dated to March 6, 
1948, Adams played up the preliminary status of the book, revealing a bit of anxiety towards the 
project. He thanked Du Bois for his comments on the “dummy of a dummy,” doubling down on 
the industry term indicating a rough mock-up.235 As the project developed, the photographer 
promised that “the economic aspect of the problem will certainly not be overlooked.” Indeed, as 
will soon be discussed, the issue of economics becomes central to the development of Adams 
and Newhall’s book 
                                               
235 Ansel Adams to W.E.B. Du Bois, March 6, 1948. W.E.B. Du Bois Papers (MS 312). Special 
Collections and University Archives, University of Massachusetts Amherst Libraries 
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In addition to Du Bois’s feedback, Adams and Newhall had begun to receive a wealth of 
comments from Merner, potential publishers, fellow photographers, and respondents to Adams’s 
questionnaire on race relations. The shape Progress Report took over the following months 
suggests that the authors took these recommendations to heart, particularly those offered by Du 
Bois. While Adams set sail for Hawai’i on his first visit to the Islands to photograph Hawaii 
National Park, Newhall worked to revise and expand Progress Report. Her project notes 
throughout the summer of 1948 are a flurry of sources and half-formed ideas that suggest a 
growing awareness of racism as a structural issue rather than an individual failing. In April 1948, 
during a meeting with Dr. Jones at Bennett College (an early sponsor of the project), Newhall 
scribbles the phrases “project statement: [Negroes] part of democratic process – American 
Dream,” and “indictment of system.” She delves into black history and literature, expanding the 
project’s scope beyond education to encompass a perspective on the African-American 
experience from slavery to the present. Newhall’s research was not only historical. She also drew 
on contemporary anthropological and scientific research on race. She identified passages form 
Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a Northern City (1945) and The Races of Mankind 
(1946) that debunked biological explanations of race and sought to shift the focus of racial 
explanations from “nature” to “nurture.”  
The format of Progress Report evolves in this period too. Rather than a book, Newhall 
begins to envision the project as an exhibition divided into sections addressing historical 
moments and contemporary issues. The idea was to organize the exhibition in such a way that it 
could circulate immediately “throughout the country in multiple form, not only [to] museums, 
but churches, unions, granges, etc.”236 The photobook would follow later, Newhall assured 
                                               
236 Nancy Newhall, Project History and Analysis, February 25, 1950. Newhall Papers, GRI. 
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Adams and their sponsors, potentially published in multiple volumes. The expanding project 
required more resources, and Adams and Newhall had hopes that the philanthropic Columbia 
Foundation would back the Negro education project in its new form. The Foundation had 
recently provided funds to establish a Department of Photography at the California School of 
Fine Arts (today the San Francisco Art Institute) with Adams at the helm, and he felt they might 
also underwrite the exhibition and related publications. 
Newhall worked in earnest to craft an exhibition she felt would speak to the broader 
African American experience and highlight the role education played in positive change. She 
identified a number of historical photographs to intermix with an expanded list of contemporary 
images. The exhibition checklist features a total of 54 images with just over half representing the 
work of contemporary photographers, primarily Weston, Evans, Paul Strand, Henri Cartier-
Bresson, Todd Webb, Consuelo Kanaga, and Helen Levitt. Two extant landscapes by Adams are 
listed. Despite Newhall’s efforts to address Du Bois’s critiques by expanding her bibliography, 
the new iteration of the project did not include any images by black photographers and its 
thematic organization retains an air of romanticism and naiveté tied up in the liberal logic of 
progress. The subject headings of the checklist narrate the African American experience as a 
story of struggle, one that included both advancement and setback but that was always hopeful 
and ultimately triumphant. A section devoted to “Africa” is illustrated with three contemporary 
images of African masks and tools by Evans and is followed by another short section labelled 
“Slavery” that features an image identified as “Josiah’s cabin,” after Josiah Henson the real-life 
counterpart to Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom, and another image of “a young mother and 
children” attributed to the late-nineteenth century photographer William H. Rau. These sections 
give way to a larger one on the work of African-American abolitionists entitled “Let My People 
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Go!” wherein portraits of notable figures and tintypes of black civil war soldiers would honor the 
early African Americans who fought for freedom. An image attributed to Adams and identified 
as “rushing tide” ends the section and is immediately followed by Weston’s documentation of 
the Belle Grove plantation house in Louisiana from 1941, which opens a section devoted to 
“Reconstruction.”  
The pairing and placement of Adams and Weston’s images highlight some of the 
inconsistencies and tensions of the exhibition Newhall conceives, namely the way it 
disassociates social change from human actors and relocates it as an effect of natural 
progression. This is illustrated by the placement of Adams’s landscape. Her notes are vague, but 
Newhall perhaps had in mind one of the photographer’s studies of water taken in the earlier 
1940s. (fig. 4.9) The symbolism of a “rushing tide” would have been familiar and straight-
forward enough for viewers, but in shifting the lens from individual actors to the forces of nature, 
Newhall also risks undermining the agency of those African Americans she meant to celebrate in 
this section. Additionally, Newhall ostensibly meant for Weston’s photograph of the empty, 
dilapidated plantation house to symbolize the fall of an inhumane economic system after the 
Civil War. (see fig. 4.6) Yet the anachronistic application of this twentieth century image in the 
context of a section on the Reconstruction period misleadingly implies the immediate and natural 
destruction of racial oppression after the end of slavery rather than its gradual transformation into 
Jim Crow segregation or the more insidious racial liberalism taking hold in the contemporary 
moment. 
As the historical sections give way to sections devoted to the present day, the section 
headings and the image selection suggest an attempt to add some nuance to the narrative, to 
suggest some ways the past influences the present even as the ordering of images ultimately 
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works to foreclose this possibility. Following “Reconstruction” is a section labeled “Fountains of 
Bitterness” with the subheadings “The South—The Land” and “The North—The Big City.” The 
subheadings signal the expanded geography of the project, but the location of images themselves 
do not always correspond to the regional parameters. The opening image under the “The South,” 
attributed to the politically-oriented artist Ben Shahn, is described as “day laborers picking 
cotton.” Newhall likely had in mind an image from Shahn’s series documenting laborers in 
Pulaski County, Arkansas. (fig. 4.10) This section also includes Consuelo Kanaga’s portrait of 
Annie Mae Merriweather from 1935, which is informally listed in the checklist as “wife of a 
lynched sharecropper.” (fig. 4.11) It ends with two studies of black children in Harlem by Helen 
Levitt and with an image of a “driftwood stump” from Maine by Paul Strand. (fig. 4.12) These 
last two images, while not from Southern states or cities, transition the exhibition into the sub-
section on “The North,” which opens curiously enough with an image labelled “Tennessee” by 
Henri Cartier-Bresson before returning to Harlem and New York City. Again, nature in the form 
of driftwood becomes a capstone to symbolize the movements and actions of people.  
The collection of images in these two sections reflect Newhall’s familiarity with 
politically-oriented projects—Kanaga’s portrait of Merriweather, for instance, was originally 
published in 1935 in the Marxist periodical New Masses along with Merriweather’s account of 
the lynch mob that murdered her husband for his participation in the Alabama sharecropper’s 
union. In small ways, with images such as this and with phrases such as “race: the little 
cruelties,” which heads a later section in the exhibition, Newhall makes reference to 
contemporary violence and racial oppression, but only obliquely. This excerpted selection of 
images from the exhibition introduced above suggest another risk of the “human” photographs 
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Adams and Newhall sough to incorporate into their project. Taken in sum, these images come to 
signify primarily as formal studies and their human subjects are reduced to tragic types. 
Newhall returned to the guiding theme of “progress” in order to end the exhibition on a 
positive note. In the checklist’s penultimate section, “Towards a New World,” photographs 
depicting children of different ethnicities playing together, as in Levitt’s photograph of children 
gathered around a broken mirror on the streets of New York, suggest a coming generation of 
racial reconciliation. (fig. 4.13) Levitt’s photograph offers a rich site upon which to consider 
layered discourses of race, class, and gender, but Newhall’s placement of the image encourages 
viewers to overlook its complex dynamics in favor of a singular, symbolic reading: in the 
exhibition, the broken mirror comes to signify the breaking of social boundaries in the creation 
of “a new world.” There is something striking about the symbolism Newhall directs viewers to 
draw from the photograph in the exhibition, but it is not the prophecy of a new world. In framing 
Levitt’s photograph to speak to a race-liberal ideal, Newhall also unintentionally reveals how 
that ideal nonetheless centers the white, patriarchal subject. The white boy on the bike maintains 
a hold on the central space of the image; he becomes the protagonist of the visual space and the 
breaker of barriers. The very last image in the checklist is Adams’s Clearing Winter Storm, 
Yosemite National Park, a selection that meant to send exhibition-goers out into the world with 
hopeful reassurance that present-day social tensions were working themselves out. (fig. 4.14) 
Sunny skies are just on the horizon, Newhall channeling Adams, seems to say. 
The above reading of the exhibition is based solely on the image checklist. Viewers may 
have been encouraged to develop more complex readings depending on the exhibition’s design, 
integrated historical information, and included external quotations and excerpts. Certainly, they 
would have produced alternative narratives depending on their own knowledge, experiences, and 
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beliefs related to race and racism in the era. Newhall, acutely aware of the various ways text 
might impact photographic meaning, seems intent on controlling the narrative of the exhibition 
as one of progress and optimism. This is evident in an example of a text/image paring that did 
not make it into the exhibition precisely, I argue, because it generated ideas that exceeded those 
Newhall envisioned for the project.  
In a letter to Adams written in the summer of 1948, Newhall passed along a quote by the 
notable abolitionist Harriet Tubman, suggesting its inclusion in their project. “Here’s one for 
you,” Newhall wrote to Adams, introducing the words Tubman used to reflect on her escape 
from slavery in 1849 and her realization that she had entered the free states:  
When I found I had crossed that line, I looked at my hands to see if I was the 
same person. There was such a glory over everything. The sun came like gold 
through the trees, and I felt like I was in heaven.237 
 
“Seems to me that’s an Adams!,” Newhall added enthusiastically, “The little golden soaring 
Aspens is near it.”238 Newhall was likely referring to Adam’s image Aspens, Dawn, Dolores 
River Canyon, Autumn, Colorado, taken by the photographer in 1937 and gifted to the 
Newhalls.239 (fig. 4.15) Although not quite as grand as the landscapes that brought Adams fame, 
                                               
237 Newhall cites Earl Conrad’s Harriet Tubman: Negro Soldier and Abolitionist (1942) as the 
source of Tubman’s quote, but it seems to have first appeared in Tubman’s biography, Scenes in 
the Life of Harriet Tubman, written Sarah Hopkins Bradford from interviews with Tubman and 
published in 1869. As originally published, the passage reads “‘When I found I had crossed dat 
line, she said, ‘I looked at my hands to see if I was de same pusson. There was such a glory ober 
ebery ting; de sun came like gold through the trees, and ober the fields, and I felt like I was in 
Heaben.’” Newhall regularly and consciously edited the grammar and spelling of quotes from 
historic and contemporary black figures, sensing that the normative appearance of spoken words 
on the page would better serve the authors’ intentions of elevating African Americans. However, 
such a practice acts as a form of erasure, a denial of historic and cultural difference that 
reinforces normative values of “good” or “acceptable” ways of speaking and being in the world. 
238 Nancy Newhall to Ansel Adams, June 18, 1948. Newhall Papers, GRI. 
239 There is one other photo of aspens that Adams took in 1947 that Newhall could be referring 
to, but I chose to discuss Aspens, Dawn as it better aligns with Newhall’s description. 
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Aspens, Dawn nonetheless speaks to the symbolic significance of nature that the photographer 
commonly conveyed in his landscape photography. In Adams’s image, the characteristic white 
bark of the Aspens catches the light of a new day and the trees stand out as luminous lines 
against the deep shadows of the forest in the background. Where the trees’ branches begin to 
merge in the middle register of the image, they come to mirror the interconnected root system 
below ground and the Aspen grove transforms into a vibrating band stretching horizontally 
across the photograph—a lifeline, a measure of a beating heart. Here, in relation to Tubman’s 
account and in Adams’s classic, sharp-focused aesthetic, nature is dramatized in shades of black-
and-white as a source of freedom, grace, kinship, and renewal.   
Newhall’s characterization of “the little soaring Aspens” confirms the personal sense of 
inspiration and transcendence she received from the image, and she clearly sensed some 
equivalence when reading Tubman’s quote. Yet, there are a host of other readings and 
connotations made possible by this particular juxtaposition. As much as the collection of white 
tree trunks seems to play on the imagery of a line crossed or of the sun shining “like gold” 
through the trees, it also emphasizes the darkness of the forest beyond, a space of uncertain status 
in relation to Tubman’s quotation. Should the viewer read the forest metaphorically as the 
oppressive space of chattel slavery from which Tubman has escaped? On one hand, the secluded 
forest might be a dangerous space, but on another, the cover of trees was crucial for enslaved 
individuals seeking to move about the land unnoticed. As her exhibition arrangement attests, 
Newhall was not terribly concerned with maintaining geographic fidelity in her thematic 
organization of images but the image of Aspens, which flourish in Western regions of the North 




These ambiguities and tensions could prove counterproductive to Adams and Newhall’s 
race-liberal agenda to emphasize progress and equality and the inherent goodness of the nation. 
In her letter, Newhall’s use of the image equates the American landscape with freedom, an 
understanding in line with Adams’s broader photographic program of celebrating the greatest of 
American ideals as encapsulated in the national parks. But if Adams’s Western landscapes 
encouraged viewers to see the United States as a powerful and exceptional nation, and to confirm 
their own sense of freedom in the open spaces of his views, they did so primarily through the 
exclusion of the human figure. The juxtaposition of quotation and image reinserts the figure into 
the empty landscape, even if only as a ghost. While Adams frequently paired image and text in 
his publications, his landscapes were often linked with quotes from literary figures of 
environmental history and transcendental philosophy; that is, they were paired with the words of 
white men whose association with the image only worked to confirm the subtext of whiteness 
within them. When Adams paired his landscapes with images of Japanese Americans 
incarcerated during WWII, as discussed in chapter one, he maintained a curious divide between 
figure and nature. The pairing of Aspens, Dawn with Tubman’s quote seems to function a bit 
differently, raising the specter of an entirely different body within the frame, this one black and 
female. Tubman’s invisible presence has the potential to destabilize the image of pristine 
wilderness with its invitation to the viewer to ruminate on the relationship between land, race, 
slavery, and escape. The juxtaposition opens a fissure in the myth of American wilderness, 
manifest destiny, and exceptionality; in the process it holds the potential to indict the United 
States as a racialized and hierarchical state.240 
                                               
240 My reading of Newhall’s pairing of Tubman’s quote and Aspens, Dawn is informed by Ikyo 
Day’s discussion of Tseng Kwong Chi’s “Expeditionary Series” and the manner in which 
“Tseng’s alien difference animates the contradictions, exclusions, and violent eliminations of 
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This excess of meaning proved to unmanageable for Newhall. While she retains 
Tubman’s quote for a future iteration of Progress Report, Adams’s photograph Aspens, Dawn is 
not included in the exhibition checklist the she develops, nor does it appear in any future 
proposals for the book. While there is no clear indication in the historic record as to why the 
image is dropped from consideration, I propose that it is because the image’s particular paring 
with Tubman’s statement produces too much ambiguity and raises too many questions about the 
interrelation between whiteness and nature that Adams’s images tend to take for granted. There 
is some indication that Adams and Newhall embraced a level of “semiotic instability” in other 
projects, which would leave the meaning of their juxtapositions open to multiple readings.241 
More often than not, however, their image-text combinations direct the signifying potentials 
toward predictable ends, and this appears to be the case with the Negro education project as it 
continued to evolve throughout 1948 and into the 1950s. In the exhibition checklist from this 
period, only two of the 54 photographs listed are attributed to Adams. Both are landscapes and 
their symbolic meaning in relation to the exhibition’s themes is tightly controlled. A landscape of 
rushing water by Adams might appear next to a tintype of an African-American civil war soldier, 
but the pairing draws on a conventional symbolism of nature while maintaining a divide between 
figure and landscape in the same way that Adams’s pairing of figure and landscape in Born Free 
and Equal did. The paring of Tubman’s words and Adams’s aspen grove image encourages 
viewers to mentally insert Tubman into the pictured landscape, thus generating a relationship that 
                                               
settler colonialism that the landscape, as aesthetic object, fetishizes and naturalizes.” Ikyo Day, 
“Tseng Kwon Chi and the Eugenic Landscape,” American Quarterly 65, no. 1 (March 2013): 
115.  
241 In his analysis of Adams and Newhall’s collaborative publication This is the American Earth, 
Robin Kelsey discusses the “semiotic instability” that Newhall’s discussion of Adams’s images 
raises. Robin Kelsey, “Sierra Club Photography and the Exclusive Property of Vision,” RCC 
Perspectives no.1, Eco-Images: Historical Views and Political Strategies (2016): 19–21. 
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is more material than symbolic, and as such, threatens the grandness the image conveys on its 
own. 
If Adams and Newhall displayed some willingness to push outside their comfort zone in 
early 1948, to begin to contemplate some of the systemic roots of inequality, they also struggled 
to square the history and facts of racial oppression with their desire to emphasis the “human 
potential” of their project through aesthetic quality and positive impact. Tempering his initial 
enthusiasm about Du Bois’s feedback on the project, Adams later wrote to Newhall: “What Du 
Bois [recommended] was that the basic economic philosophy must be integrated somehow in the 
book. I am not in position to agree or disagree. I would be against it if it were to intrude a dry 
Marxian vibration in an otherwise ‘emotional’ construction.”242 Adams presumed to only be 
interested in the aesthetic and emotional impact, but in contrasting the “emotional” (elsewhere 
termed “human”) aspect of the project with the Marxian stance of Du Bois, Adams reveals its 
political investments in the liberal-capitalist status quo. As communism became increasingly 
viewed by the state as un-American in the Cold War era, Adams and Newhall gradually retreat 
from any attempt to nuance their perspective into altogether safer territory.  
In May 1948, the House of Representatives passed the Subversive Activities Control Act, 
known as the Mundt-Nixon Bill, which would have required members of Communist parties to 
register with the U.S. Attorney General. Newhall frantically wrote about the bill to Adams in 
Hawai’i: “[if it] actually becomes law, which there is a very good chance of it being, [the] Photo 
League will probably have to dissolve or fight a battle through the courts which is very much 
stacked against it. Bill will also hit you and me and anybody on Negro book…”243 Much to 
                                               
242 Ansel Adams to Nancy Newhall, March 16, 1948. Ansel Adams Archive, Center for Creative 
Photography. Hereafter, AAA–CCP. 
243 Nancy Newhall to Ansel Adams, May 7, 1948. AAA–CCP 
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Adams and Newhall’s relief, the bill failed in the Senate that summer, but the anxiety it 
prompted lingered. Within the increasingly conservative atmosphere of the Cold War era, the 
two grew ever cautious not to advance any particular political cause. As the New York Photo 
League, which Adams had recently joined, continued to draw the ire of McCarthyism for its 
perceived communist leanings throughout the fall of 1948 and into the summer of 1949, Adams 
and Newhall worried about the League’s response. Adams felt the only appropriate way forward 
was for the League and its members to assert their patriotism by completing projects of 
unmistakable Americanism.244 When the League refused to denounce communism, Adams 
publicly resigned and forwarded his letter to the FBI for good measure. The photographer was 
actively working to finish his Guggenheim work and to publish My Camera in the National 
Parks (1950). As chapter two highlighted, this book offered a celebration of the American scene 
in demonstration of Adams’s own unmistakable statement of a patriotic loyalty to the nation. “I 
think that every creative person should now direct his energies towards an affirmation of 
America,” Adams wrote when he sent the book to the journalist Walter Winchell in 1950.245 
For her part, Newhall was still intent on finding a way for the Negro education project to 
succeed. She had already been carrying the bulk of work on the project and around 1950 began 
again to reformulate its format and content. Since she had first started her research two years 
prior, the project had grown immensely, evolving beyond its original focus on education. In the 
latest iteration, Newhall decides to scale the project back to its original format as a photobook, 
and after Adams admits he has “no special interest in going to the South,” she drops all plans to 
commission any new photographs.246 Using only existing images, Newhall focuses in on three 
                                               
244 Ansel Adams to Nancy Newhall, May 12, 1948. AAA–CCP. 
245 Ansel Adams to Walter Winchell, October 2, 1950. AAA–CCP. 
246 Ansel Adams to Nancy Newhall, March 2, 1950. AAA–CCP. 
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themes: “conditions in the South, conditions in the North, and…portraits of Negroes in many 
occupations, both obscure and the ‘Talented Tenth.’”247 Although the reference to Du Bois’s 
writings suggest that his feedback on the early dummy is still in mind, communist accusations 
against the philosopher in the early fifties made further association with him or his ideas a 
liability.248 Newhall removes all direct references to Du Bois from the book proposal, though she 
keeps the idea of the “talented tenth” as part of the structuring framework: “The final section on 
contemporary achievement has always been the grand finale—people and their faces and their 
words and their environments,” Newhall wrote to Adams.249 Evidence of accomplished African 
Americans was the necessary material to “overcome our misinformation about them” and foster 
“[cooperation] on a realistic and friendly basis,” she insisted.250 Stepping away from Du Bois’s 
later and more trenchant critiques of the interrelation of economics and racial oppression, 
Newhall cherry-picks and appropriates his concept of the “Talented Tenth” to illustrate her own 
ideas of progress since slavery. In the spring of 1950, Newhall sent a finalized manuscript out to 
a number of publishers, but to no avail. In a curious twist of fate, she attributed publisher 
rejections to economics: “All because there is this notion that nobody will spend $5 or so on a 
book about Negroes. I am certain they are wrong!”251  
 
 
                                               
247 Nancy Newhall, Project Proposal dated March 1950. Newhall Papers, GRI. 
248 In early 1951, Du Bois was indicted, arrested, and arraigned in federal court as an agent of the 
Soviet Union because he had circulated a petition protesting nuclear weapons. Newhall saved a 
newspaper clipping from the Feb. 21, 1951 issue of National Guardian with the headline “The 
shameful arraignment of Dr. W.E.B. Du Bois.”   
249 Nancy Newhall to Ansel Adams, January 2, 1950. AAA–CCP. 
250 Ibid.  
251 Ibid. Five dollars in 1950 would cost about 52 dollars today.  
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A Final Effort: Progress Report, 1955–1957 
Following the unsuccessful efforts to locate a publisher for the book in the early 1950s, the 
project lay dormant for a few years as Adams and Newhall focused their attention and energy 
elsewhere. Most notably, on the production of their exhibition This is the American Earth, 
exhibited in Northern California throughout the summer of 1955 and later adapted for 
publication by the Sierra Club in 1960. This is the American Earth sought to educate audiences 
on the purpose and value of environmental conservation by invoking myths that tied American 
wilderness to national ideals of democracy and civilization, themes introduced by Adams in his 
statement of Americanism that was My Camera in the National Parks. This made the exhibition 
an attractive addition to the United States Information Agency’s cultural exhibitions program, 
and Newhall and Adams were pleased when the USIA picked it up for an international tour 
between 1957 and 1959.252 Although planning for the Negro book was on hold, the project itself 
was never fully out of mind for its creators. The success of their 1955 exhibition inspired a return 
to the book and its development under the title Progress Report.253 The intervening years had 
witnessed an escalation of tensions within American race relations, and Newhall and Adams felt 
the project was more necessary than ever.  
Since Adams first begun planning the project nearly a decade earlier, the nation’s 
political climate had shifted significantly. The height of McCarthyism had past, but it had left its 
mark on Adams and Newhall. More recently, in 1954, the United States Supreme Court ruled 
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segregation in public schools unconstitutional in Brown v. the Board of Education of Topeka, 
Kansas (1954), and white anxieties around desegregation were high. Adams and Newhall began 
questioning their prior approach. While they had once felt that the segregated classroom was the 
pathway to peaceful integration beyond its walls, school grounds were increasingly at the center 
of tense and often violent confrontations between black and white Americans. Adams was 
certain that if he could only “unlock the door to reason and logic and truth,” he could find a way 
to make a statement with real impact: “It seems to me that whatever we do now has to take on a 
much stronger tone; not of protest but of revelation of human truth.” 254 Together, Adams and 
Newhall re-commit one last time to getting Progress Report off the ground. As part of this final 
push, they work to re-orient the project’s theme more clearly along the lines of education and its 
role in shaping the nation’s citizenry.  
While the project’s theme was consistently framed by its authors as African-American 
education in terms of content and white education in terms of impact, their grasp of the issues 
was becoming increasingly muddled within the political and cultural context of the post-Brown 
1950s. Where Newhall and Adams had once planned to focus on the African-American 
experience broadly in order to speak to the historical roots of contemporary issues, they were 
increasingly swept up in the universalist and ahistorical approach of postwar humanism 
exemplified in the exhibition The Family of Man, which opened with blockbuster success in 
1955. Organized by Edward Steichen for the Museum of Modern Art, The Family of Man 
featured over five hundred documentary, fine art, and photojournalistic photographs by 
professional and amateur photographers from around the world. Steichen organized the 
exhibition in such a way so as to suggest a lifespan with images arranged thematically under 
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concepts such as “birth,” “play,” “love,” “work” and “death.” Emphasizing shared general 
experience within The Family of Man, Steichen sought to reveal “the essential oneness of 
mankind.”255  
Adams and Newhall balked at the exhibition’s theatricality when it first opened. Adams 
took particular issue with what he felt was Steichen’s undiscerning approach to photography and 
the exhibition’s suggestion that the photograph’s value lie in social reportage. But the 
universalism at the core of The Family of Man was increasingly central to the era’s racial 
liberalism and it was also at the heart of Adams’s own projects. In a letter written in March 1955 
to Merner, who remained the project’s primary sponsor, Adams ruminated on Progress Report’s 
earlier iterations:  
Perhaps one of our problems to date has been the fact that we have thought about 
this project as relating to Negroes – thereby admitting the element of difference. 
Perhaps we should just think of the problem as relating to people—to leave the 
color-difference out as much as possible, but combine Negro and White (and 
perhaps other races as well) in a grand presentation of the progress of our 
civilization. Perhaps, by implication we can do more than by direct example!!256  
 
Adams’s letter is interesting for the way it both acknowledges and dismisses difference. In a 
contradictory manner, he proposes incorporating the experience of other races into Progress 
Report, but he does so only by way of negating the very notion of racial difference, foretelling a 
discourse of multiculturalism that guides his work in Hawai’i in the late-1950s, as well as the 
color-blindness that takes holds in the post-civil rights era. This conceptual tension lies at the 
core of racial liberalism’s contribution as a racial project in the mid-twentieth century. Instead of 
deconstructing the fiction of race at the heart of modernity’s notion of civilization, white 
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American liberals, intellectuals, and artists in the 1950s kept faith in the concept of civilization 
and tried desperately to assimilate others into it. Toward the end of 1955, Adams travelled to the 
East Coast to visit Newhall in-person and hammer out a new proposal for Progress Report, one 
that would reflect their new commitment to a avoid color-difference and would hail civilization’s 
progressive march toward sameness. The resulting manuscript seeks to universalize assimilation 
as a process experienced across minority groups in the United State, and to highlight instances of 
successful African Americans in the mainstream. In doing so, it denies space for consideration of 
negative experience and implies that failures to conform are rooted in the individual. 
Authored by Newhall and dated to April 1956, the final manuscript for Progress Report 
features an aspirational narrative that attempts to position African American social advancement 
through education as proof of the nation’s exceptionalism. The manuscript alternates passages 
completed in title case with those completed in all caps to emphasize various points. Historic 
quotations and lines of scripture make early appearances, but Newhall’s words form the primary 
narrative, which is punctuated by reference to approximately 60 images. The list of illustrations 
for the final manuscript of Progress Report reflects “the paper world” of the mid-twentieth 
century when popular picture magazines such as Life and Look circulated widely to audiences 
eager to absorb the latest news and events from around the globe visually.257 Despite Adams’s 
early insistence that the project should only feature “human” photographs of the highest aesthetic 
quality, the latest iteration of Progress Report draws heavily on the strategies of the popular 
photo-essay and mirrors the catholic photographic character of Life and Steichen’s exhibition.258 
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Newhall, for her part, had always been more accepting of the variety of photographic methods 
and more willing to express her appreciation and support of photo-essays that appeared in the 
era’s mainstream picture press. As she transforms into the unofficial first author of Progress 
Report, more and more images initially circulated in the popular press are incorporated into the 
book manuscript.259 This also reflects the fact that Adams and Newhall were never actually able 
to produce any new work specific to the Negro project over the years. 
Numerous factors prevented the production of photographs for Progress Report, but none 
was as determining as Adams’s growing discomfort with the situation in the South. As early as 
1948, Adams and Newhall discussed ways to maintain the safety of non-local photographers 
travelling to the Southern states, noting that the participation of photographers already based in 
the South, such as Rosalie Gwathmey, would be especially necessary in this respect.260 When 
they returned to the book in the 1950s after the Supreme Court decision outlawing school 
desegregation, the fine art photographs taken around the South by the likes of Edward Weston 
and Walker Evans in the 1930s and early 40s, which had featured so prominently in earlier 
iterations of the project, no longer felt relevant. Yet the possibility of Adams or another 
photographer traveling South to create new “human” documents was increasingly unlikely. 
Expressing his growing discomfort with the region in the late 1950s, Adams at one point likens 
the South to a war zone.261 Thus, despite having previously rejected what he indignantly called 
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“FSA quality” photographs, he and Newhall turn once again to historic photographs and 
contemporary photo-essays to illustrate the 1956 manuscript.  
There are still some references to natural imagery in the manuscript that would likely 
have been supplied by Adams, but the image references are vague. The potentially disruptive 
possibilities created through the juxtaposition of quotes and landscapes are hard to determine. 
Unlike earlier in the project, when Newhall could envision Adams’s photograph of an Aspen 
grove alongside Harriet Tubman’s quote reflecting on looking at her hands to see if she was the 
same person upon her escape from slavery, the 1956 manuscript pairs Tubman’s words with 
visuals that seem guided by a more literal interpretation of the quote: “Pictures: Black hands, 
leaves, sunlight,” as the illustration notes state.  
Tubman’s quotation is located in the introductory section of the Progress Report 
manuscript. As with the earlier exhibition version of the project, Tubman’s presence was meant 
to highlight exceptional nineteenth-century African Americans, but the entire history of slavery 
was greatly condensed in the final manuscript. Indeed, Newhall positions slavery as a footnote in 
American history, one invoked to support a larger argument for American exceptionalism. 
Situating racial tension as a phenomenon with international precedent, Newhall opens the 
manuscript arguing that the United States alone is in a position to lead by example:  
Most nations have minority problems caused by race or religion, many of which 
were old before America was discovered. Wars, persecutions, massacres, 
genocides have solved none of them. WE STAND IN THE GLARING LIGHT 
OF WORLD LEADERSHIP. We, a democracy, sprung from most of the nations 
of the earth, have proclaimed all men created equal, regardless of race, color, 
creed or class…CAN WE OVERCOME PREJUDICE AS WE HAVE 
OVERCOME OTHER DISEASES? CAN WE SOLVE THROUGH LIFE AND 
FAITH WHAT DEATH AND TERROR NEVER COULD? The answer is YES, 
And one proof lies in the progress Negroes have made in America during the last 
hundred years.262 
                                               




As the page turns, Newhall references slavery only to make an argument about the strength of 
black Americans today: “A CENTURY AGO, FROM A RACE SUBMERGED BY SLAVERY, 
ONLY MEN AND WOMEN LIKE MOUNTAINS COULD ARISE.” Tubman’s quotation and a 
brief history of her life follow this statement. The implication is one of “survival of the fittest” 
and recalls Adams’s “test of true Americanism” from Manzanar. Rather than situate the violence 
and oppression perpetrated by white slave owners as un-American, the text claims the strength 
and courage of individuals who survived enslavement as a sign of their American-ness, or at 
least as the start of their path toward earning American citizenship.  
Following this introduction, the objective to affirm the fundamental link between 
education and what the authors viewed as African Americans’ achievement of their full potential 
as citizens takes center stage. Introducing readers to the founding of black colleges and 
universities though an image of George Washington Carver’s chemistry lab, for instance, 
Newhall’s text asserts: “An education begun on so many levels produced, even in the first 
generation, not only a nucleus of decent citizens but, as if a dam were breaking, a remarkable 
number of highly gifted people.” (fig. 4.16) Newhall’s language recalls Adams’s imagery of a 
rushing tide that she had incorporated into the exhibition proposal a few years earlier, but in the 
manuscript, the images she and Adams identify to illustrate this passage are “college 
photographs” from Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), such as Frances 
Benjamin Johnston’s collection of photographs taken at Tuskegee Institute in the early 1900s. 
While Newhall’s prose is meant to be dynamic, the subjects in Johnston’s image are stiff, a 
product of the technical capabilities of photography at the time her images were taken.  
There is nothing in the manuscript that actually tells a history of African-American 
education, which was often legally forbade during the era of chattel slavery. The rich history of 
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HBCUs, their roots in the Reconstruction period and their evolution in the years since, is 
similarly absent.263 The tone is kept positive and Newhall’s narrative marches the book’s 
subjects firmly on towards the fulfillment of a seemingly latent potential. Mentioning the 
contributions of black professionals in all areas of the arts and sciences, Newhall lands at the 
crux of the Report as she and Adams had recently decided: “SOONER OR LATER IN 
AMERICA, FOR EVERY GROUP, WHATEVER ITS RACIAL, NATIONAL, OR 
RELIGIOUS CORE, THERE COMES A MOMENT WHEN THE OLD BARRIERS 
DISSOLVE…when race, creed, origin, class cease to be cause to rally to, or excuse for failure.” 
Illustrating this section, the manuscript lists “photographs such as Genthe’s Chinatown, Gilpin’s 
Navahos,” followed by “Photographs of change: Japanese, Chinese, European descendants.” 
This before-and-after dynamic asserts education as the path toward assimilation.  
The implications of this passage are of course problematic. The argument Adams and 
Newhall make in Progress Report is that other minority groups in the United States have 
successfully assimilated by shaking off “old burdens not worth carrying” and looking at the 
world “with [their] own eyes, not those of ancestors” in order to emerge anew as Americans. 
Adams’s projects addressing Asian Americans at Manzanar Relocation Center and in Hawai’i 
suggest the proper path for minorities to prove their loyalty to the nation and the same ideas are 
reflected in Progress Report. For American minorities, history becomes a burden and a 
blindfold, Adams and Newhall argue. Social progress for African Americans is best achieved by 
leaving the past behind. In this way, they imply that much of the responsibility for change lie in 
the minds and attitudes of African Americans themselves, not necessarily in the perceptions or 
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behaviors of white Americans and not in the policies or procedures of the federal government. In 
fact, reflecting privately on the Supreme Court decision ruling school segregation 
unconstitutional, Adams expressed concern that it had done more harm than good: “It is ironical 
that the humanitarian Supreme Court decision should have touched off a major bomb in the 
South. Actually, the progress of the Negro has been set back fifty years! Perhaps it will simmer 
down, but my personal fears are that the race feelings have been hardened and expanded, and it 
is all too terrible to contemplate.”264 In the pages of the Progress Report manuscript, the 
landmark ruling is only obliquely referenced and only in such a way as to frame discrimination 
as an obstinate practice of only a small region of the nation: “Today, in all except eight southern 
states, integration progresses,” Newhall proclaims. The reality of desegregation was hardly as 
smooth as the book implies, even outside the South. Furthermore, the specific integration efforts 
Progress Report highlights performs a curious twist of history. In capital letters, Newhall notes, 
“TODAY THE DOORS OF THE COLLEGES FOUNDED FOR NEGROES ARE OPEN TO 
ALL RACES.” Thus, Adams and Newhall’s latest version of Progress Report seeks to calm 
white anxieties by shifting the spatial framework of integration from white public classrooms to 
the campuses of HBCUs. 
The only sour note that Adams and Newhall permit into their cheery narrative of racial 
progress is a recognition that education still has more work to do, particularly within poor rural 
and urban communities—both black and white, as the authors are careful to add. In a misleading 
simplification of Du Bois’s point about economics, Newhall writes: “THE OLD ECONOMY 
NEEDED MANY HANDS. THE NEW NEEDS TRAINED INTELLIGENCE, DARING 
IMAGINATION.” Images of black professionals close the manuscript, appearing alongside 
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Newhall’s declaration: “TODAY, MORE AND MORE NEGROES ARE TAKING THEIR 
PLACE AMONG OTHER CITIZENS—MORE AND MORE, AS CITIZENS, THEY SERVE 
THE NATION AND THE WORLD.”  
 Of course, education can and should play a role in the formation of active social agents, 
this was the purpose of education as Du Bois argued, but this is not the type of education or the 
definition of citizenship that Progress Report advances. The 1956 manuscript’s text and imagery 
celebrate education for its formation of laborers who will contribute to the new economy with 
intelligence and imagination. While the images Newhall and Adams select represent African 
Americans in professional positions that may have been previously unattainable due to racial 
prejudice, as for instance in Adams’s image of an black engineer at IBM (the only portrait by 
Adams included in the book), they nonetheless locate the value of black bodies primarily in their 
ability to support American capitalism, which was expanding globally in this era. (fig. 4.17) 
Framing citizenship in terms of service to the nation and illustrating this idea with images such 
as that of Jessie Owens in India or of Louie Armstrong on tour in Europe reduces these African 
American leaders to a form of tokenism at a moment when the world was indeed watching and 
the United States was actively expanding outward.265 (fig. 4.18)   
Earlier political pressures had limited the author’s willingness to advance any critiques 
that might associate them with communism. In keeping with an apolitical, positive approach to 
documentary in the 1956 manuscript, Adams and Newhall fail to address the specific history of 
oppression that legally forbade African Americans from learning to read or write during the era 
of slavery, and they consciously decline to represent the economic disparities in education or the 
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physical violence wrought on those who dared to exercise their political rights in the 
contemporary moment. In doing so, they attempted to conform their subjects to a version of 
citizenship in line with that which Adams constructed for Japanese Americans through Born 
Free and Equal; that is, a nonthreatening and unassuming existence within the structures of 
white supremacy. Yet, at the very moment when Adams and Newhall were preparing to circulate 
their manuscript to potential publishers, African Americans were becoming increasingly visible 
on a national stage exerting a different form of citizenship all together, putting pressure on the 
work Progress Report was meant to perform. 
 The integration of public schools was a flashpoint for this growing visibility. When nine 
African American students attempted to integrate Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas 
in early September of 1957, their efforts resulted in a month-long showdown between the state’s 
anti-integrationist governor and the federal government. Images of the Little Rock Nine 
circulated nationally and internationally in newspapers, in magazines, and across television 
screens in the days and weeks that followed. This stirring image of Elizabeth Eckford walking 
away from Central High with a jeering mob of white students and parents at her back stood out. 
(see fig. 3.20) Media events would be crucial to the civil rights movement and Eckford, though 
unaware of the global reach her image would have, was nonetheless aware that her self-
presentation on that day was important.266 Kimberly Lamm has detailed the resistance work 
expressions of black femininity could perform in the face of Jim Crow’s “ungendering” 
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oppression and the historic emphasis on masculinity within anti-racist projects.267 In her 
homemade dress, duly accessorized with school notebook and sunglasses, Eckford’s youthful 
femininity exits in tandem with a guarded but unflinching determination to exert her 
constitutional rights. 
 Scholars studying civil rights photography have remarked upon the role such images 
played in advancing the movement, serving to expose violence and injustice, and to unite, 
inform, and move audiences.268 They have also pointed to the effective and affective limitations 
photographs of activists, marches, and sit-ins had within the context of Cold War politics, within 
regional media circuits, and in relation to ingrained racial prejudices.269 Whether one understands 
these images to work productively or negatively with respect to the era’s anti-racist agendas 
depends in part on the context in which they circulated and the specific audiences they reached. 
What I propose is that the very fact of their circulation was significant, particularly with regards 
to the fate of Progress Report. While I highlight some of the particularities of Eckford’s image 
that lend it an individual power, the image is also indicative of a broader trend within the visual 
culture of the era, namely the centering of black bodies in the national public sphere.270 Nicole 
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Fleetwood’s proposition that “the visible black body is always already troubling to the dominant 
visual field” is instructive here, and I suggest that it was the growing visibility of African 
American activists that began to trouble the fate of Progress Report.271 What images such as 
Eckford’s put forward is a performance of citizenship antithetical to Adams’s Americanism. 
Staging an embodied and politically active citizenship in contrast to the passive and permissible 
citizenship his projects attempted to place upon individual, the subjects of civil rights 
photographs exceeded the narrow framework of Adams’s citizenship.  
Not only is the citizenship on display in civil rights imagery different, but the 
proliferation of images in the era creates potential for an expanded form of social relations as 
well. Adams’s Americanism was a form of belonging in relation to the state, as his adoption of 
government survey methods at Manzanar and his self-censorship in response to the Photo 
League blacklisting underscore. In The Civil Contract of Photography (2008), Ariella Azoulay 
develops a theory of photography that gives rise to an understanding of citizenship “as a 
framework of partnership and solidarity among those who are governed, a framework that is 
neither constituted nor circumscribed by the sovereign.”272 In Azoulay’s formulation, 
photography is understood as an ongoing event and a fundamentally collaborative process 
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wherein no one participant maintains control. As such, photography offers a civil contract of 
equal participation and produces a “citizenry of photography” that exists beyond the nation-
state.273 Azoulay’s theory of photography finds aesthetic expression in a quality of hyper-
presence: the accumulation, repetition, or ubiquity of images or the outwardly directed gaze of a 
pictured subject. As the civil rights movement grew throughout the 1950s, activists of all color 
were increasingly in public view creating a civic space for solidarity and collaboration in 
opposition to and in distinction from the state. 
Azoulay’s theory of photography would have been unintelligible to Adams. As earlier 
chapters have alluded, the photographer worked throughout his life to hammer out specific 
settings and techniques that would increase his control over the production of images, both in the 
field and in the darkroom. When all was said and done, he further sought to ensure control over 
their circulation in the form of the archive and in the formation of The Ansel Adams Estate. 
When he produced photobooks and portfolios, he assumed that the intended meaning of these 
works would be largely self-evident and unchanging. Adams was on assignment in Hawai’i 
working on The Islands of Hawaii when the news of Little Rock broke. He had already begun to 
distance himself from Progress Report once again, retreating this time into the “racial paradise” 
that Hawai’i was thought to hold.274 In the wake of Little Rock, even Newhall was shaken. 
Writing to Adams in Honolulu in late September, she comments: “What a disgraceful mess in 
Little Rock…I don’t think [it] invalidates the approach [of Progress Report]—it confirms the 
need. But, as for the REPORT itself, I don’t want even to contemplate a project of that size and 
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complexity for a while.” With some exhaustion, she too pushes Progress Report aside in favor of 
other projects.  
--- 
When Adams began what would become Progress Report in 1945, he approached the book as a 
pedagogical tool like much of his photographic practice and grounded it within a developing 
program of “true Americanism” and “human” documentary. Throughout the course of the 
project’s development, however, the path towards achieving his goal of easing racial tensions in 
the United States by telling the story of Negro education so as to educate whites grew 
increasingly complex. By the late 1950s, the photographer’s race-liberal vision of African 
American citizenship was actively countered on the ground and in popular visual culture by a 
more participatory and emancipative citizenship practiced among African American civil rights 
activists. Unable to reconcile these opposing trends, Adams abandons the project and Newhall 
does too. 
Yet, this is another reason Progress Report is abandoned, one which Adams’s concurrent 
work in Hawai’i illuminates: the underlying goal of Progress Report—to show the Americanism 
of African Americans—was also increasingly superfluous to the racial logics taking shape in the 
context of the larger Cold War and in response to the civil rights movement. As the discussion of 
images of a multiethnic family and of a cosmopolitan school system in Hawai’i in the previous 
chapter suggest (see figs. 3.19 and 3.21), Hawai’i became a site for the transition from a 
paradigm of racial liberalism to one of liberal multiculturalism. As Adams and Newhall struggle 
with the race-conscious theme of Progress Report against the race-conscious organizing of the 
African American freedom struggle, their ideas on race are rearticulated through a framework of 
pluralism that aestheticizes race and culture with notions of cosmopolitanism and diversity. 
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Thus, while Progress Report emphasizes the limits of Adams’s project on “true Americanism” 
and the failures of racial liberalism, it also gives form to a new horizon of racial privilege and 
stigmatization, the multicultural over the monocultural, that would ultimately serve to justify 
social and material inequalities that persist in the post-civil rights era.275 
 
                                               







No living photographer has done more than Adams to establish the difference between the 
documentary uses of photography and the aesthetic, or, as he prefers to say, “emotional.” The 
landscapes on which his reputation rests are scarcely concerned with documentation at all. 
There are no people in them. They say nothing about society or history. They contain no news. 
The world they tell us about is exceedingly remote from ordinary experience. 
--Robert Hughes, TIME Magazine, 1979 
 
On September 3, 1979 American mailboxes and newsstands were filled with a grinning Ansel 
Adams sporting full white beard, dark-rimmed spectacles, and white Stetson hat as he became 
the first photographer to appear on the cover of TIME. (fig. 5.1). The elder Adams stands poised 
at his Hasselblad camera, grasping the shutter release as if caught in the process of making a 
picture. The bright yellow and red text pasted across the middle of the image boldly proclaims 
what the portrait itself had already established: Adams is “The Master Eye.” The TIME feature 
coincided with the opening of Ansel Adams and the American West, a major retrospective of the 
photographer’s landscapes organized by John Szarkowski for the Museum of Modern Art. The 
full-color cover portrait of Adams, taken by photographer David Hume Kennerly, presents a 
stark contrast with the photographer’s landscapes reproduced in an abbreviated “Adams Album” 
printed half-way through the article. (fig. 5.2) Whereas the cover photo appears particularly of its 
time—the color palette and patterned lapel scream of the seventies—Adams’s black-and-white 
photographs of nature inside the magazine suggest an imagined space of time immemorial. 
Setting the photographer’s work apart from the ubiquitous everyday photograph and the 
professional documentary photo, the article’s author, art critic Robert Hughes, declares that there 
is no history in Adams’s images, no social commentary, no news: “The world they tell us about 
is exceedingly remote from ordinary experience.”  
 
 203 
While Adams’s active engagement in the socio-political movements of the postwar era 
through his “test of true Americanism” faded with the failure of Progress Report, Americanism 
itself did not disappear from his practice after the 1950s. Rather, as My Camera in the National 
Parks indicates and as the TIME feature reveals, instead of locating Americanism elsewhere, the 
photographer embodied it and dedicated the remainder of his career to the continued 
dissemination of the nation’s highest values through spectacularly visualizing the very 
foundation of their constitution: the American landscape. Like the nation they reflect, Adams’s 
landscapes are not without history, nor are they absent of social commentary. This dissertation 
has highlighted a brief but consequential period in the photographer’s career when his popularity 
as a fine art landscape photographer and environmentalist was on the rise but had yet to fully 
crystalize into perceptions, on the part of the photographer as well as others, of what his images 
could signify and the political work they might perform.  
In identifying a body of work related to the photographer’s concept of “true 
Americanism,” and by linking that concept to the racial liberalism of the postwar era, I have 
argued that Adams’s projects draw on and advance processes of racialization and settler 
colonialism in the postwar era. As images that collapse nature and nation into the same temporal 
register, that remove the figure and then distance the spectator from the material spaces 
represented, and that generate primarily symbolic and idealistic relationships within and outside 
their frames, Adams’s landscapes activate a contradictory process of collective investment in the 
cultural values they symbolize and of social abstraction between humans, other humans, and 
nature that is central to the racial capitalist state order that persists today.276 To disrupt this 
process, it is worth returning to the moment of their production in order to relocate his 
                                               
276 Jodi Melamed, “Racial Capitalism,” Critical Ethnic Studies 1, no. 1 (Spring 2015): 78. 
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landscapes within the historical and material context of the postwar photobooks he produced and 
envisioned. Doing so helps reveal how Adams’s photographs are not as remote in time or space 
from ordinary experience as one might think; rather, his work actively constructs, strengthens, 
and legitimizes a democratic America that always already was true in theory, and thus never 














































Figure 1.1. Title page, Born Free and 
Equal. Image of Tom Kobayashi by 
Ansel Adams. Published by U.S. Camera 
(1944). 




















Figure 1.2. Ansel Adams. [Tom Kobayashi]. 1943/44. Library of Congress Prints and 
















Figure 1.3. Top: Dorothea Lange, April 17, 
1942; Middle: Dorothea Lange, April 7, 1942; 
























Figure 1.4. Dorothea Lange. [I am an American]. 1942. National Archives.  
Original Caption: A large sign reading "I am an American" placed in the window of a store, 
at [401 - 403 Eighth] and Franklin streets, on December 8, the day after Pearl Harbor. The 
store was closed following orders to persons of Japanese descent to evacuate from certain 
West Coast areas. The owner, a University of California graduate, will be housed with 
hundreds of evacuees in War Relocation Authority centers for the duration of the war. 

























Figure 1.6. Jack Masaki Iwata. [Birds-eye view of the Nishi Hongwanji Buddhist Temple, Los 
Angeles, as Japanese Americans are subjected to forced removal and incarceration]. 1942. 




















Figure 1.7. Jack Masaki Iwata. [Camp construction, Manzanar Relocation Center]. 1942. Japanese 














Figure 1.8. Jack Masaki Iwata. [Orchard Sign, Manzanar Relocation Center]. 1943. Japanese 




















Figure 1.9. Dorothea Lange. White Angel Breadline. 
1933. Oakland Museum of California, Oakland, CA. 
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Figure 1.17. Two-page sequence featuring Aiko Hamaguchi from 



























































































Figure 2.1. Cover, My Camera in the National Parks. Published 
by Virginia Adams, Yosemite National Park and Houghton 



















Figure 2.2. Arthur Rothstein. [Farmer and sons walking in the face of a dust storm. 


























































Figure 2.6. Ansel Adams. [Drums, San Ildefonso Pueblo, New Mexico]. 














Figure 2.7. Ansel Adams. Man of Taos (Tony Lujan). Plate 3 





















Figure 2.8. Ansel Adams. The Teton Range and the Snake River, Grand Teton National 






























Figure 2.9. Mount Rainier, Sunrise, from Yakima Park, Mount Rainier National Park, 

















Figure 2.10. Cover. LIFE, November 23. 1936. Photo by Margaret 

















































Figure 2.12. Mount Rainier, Sunrise, from Yakima Park, Mount Rainier National Park, 


























Figure 2.13. Moonrise, Joshua Tree National Monument, California. Plate 30 from My 














Figure 2.14. Fern Forest, Kilauea, Hawaii National Park, 


















Figure 2.15. Grounded Iceberg, Glacier Bay National Monument, 
















Figure 2.16. Page featuring “Photographic Notes and Data” from My 



















Figure 2.17. Mount McKinley, Sunrise, Mount McKinley National Park, 













Figure 2.18. Grass in Rain, Glacier Bay National Monument, Alaska. Plate 27 from 


















Figure 2.19. Forest at Beartrack Cove, Glacier Bay National 























Figure 2.20. Assortment of Hawaiian 





















Figure 2.21. Advertisement for the Matson Navigation Company.  
























Figure 2.22. The Crater of Haleakala, Clouds, Hawaii National Park, Maui, T.H., 1948. Plate 

























Figure 3.1. Ansel Adams, Hawaiian and 
American flags atop Iolani Palace, 



























Figure 3.2. Unknown photographer. [Raising of the American Flag at 






























Figure 3.3. Page spread featuring Hawaiian and American flags atop Iolani Palace, Honolulu, 
Oahu and Introduction by Carl E. Hanson from The Islands of Hawaii. Published by Bishop 




























Figure 3.4. Unknown artist. “You Certainly Are 





























Figure 3.5. Unknown artist. “Holding 
His End Up.” Published in The 
Philadelphia Inquirer, August 8, 1898. 
(Hawai’i is figured as the caricature on 


























Figure 3.6. Louis Dalrymple. “School Begins.” Published in Puck, January 25, 




















Figure 3.7. Jay Norwood “Ding” Darling. “What’s the Delay?” 


































































Figure 3.10. Page spread featuring Taro fields at Keanae, Maui and Fish pond at dawn near 


















Figure 3.11. Page spread featuring Kamehameha’s highway, South Kona, Hawaii and 



































Figure 3.13. Edward S. Curtis. 
Geronimo-Apache. Plate 2 from The 






















Figure 3.14. Edward S. Curtis. The Vanishing Race—Navajo. 



























Figure 3.15. Page spread featuring missionary homes and institutions, including First printing shop, 


































































Figure 3.18. Page spread featuring the Chinese-American community in Hawai’i from The 













Figure 3.19. Larry Thiim family of Danish-French-Hawaiian-Chinese descent from 






















Figure 3.20. Francis Miller. [Teenager Elizabeth Eckford (L) w. snarling white parents 
following as she is turned away fr. entering Central High School by Arkansas National 













Figure 3.21. McKinley High School, Honolulu, Oahu from The Islands of 


















Figure 3.22. Photographer unknown. [The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. on the 

















































Figure 3.23. Images of Martin Luther King, Jr. marching with a lei from The New York Times (March 22, 











































Figure 4.1. Walker Evans. Minstrel Poster, 
Alabama. 1936 































































































































Figure 4.6. Edward Weston. Belle Grove Plantation House, 





























































































































































Figure 4.13. Helen Levitt. New York (Children 








































































Figure 4.16. Frances Benjamin Johnston. [George Washington Carver in Lab, 



























































The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley 
Oral History Collection 
Center for Creative Photography. University of Arizona, Tucson 
Ansel Adams Archives 
The Beaumont and Nancy Newhall Collection 
Charles E. Young Research Library Special Collections, University of California, Los Angeles 
 Ansel Adams Papers, 1938–1944 
 Manzanar War Relocation Center Records, 1942–1946 
The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles, CA 
 Beaumont and Nancy Newhall Papers, 1843–1993 
Hawai’i State Archives, Honolulu, HI 
 Hawaii Statehood Commission Collection 
The U.S. National Archives and Records (archives.gov) 




Adams, Ansel. Born Free and Equal: Photographs of the Loyal Japanese-Americans at 
Manzanar Relocation Center, Inyo County, California. New York: U.S. Camera, 1944. 
 
_____. My Camera in the National Parks: 30 Photographs with Interpretative Text and 
Informative Material on the Parks and Monuments, and Photographic Data. Yosemite 
National Park, CA: Virginia Adams; Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 1950. 
 
_____. “Who’s News.” Interview with Cobey Black. Honolulu Star-Bulletin, January 24, 1958. 
 
_____. “Some Definitions,” IMAGE: The Journal of the George Eastman House of Photography 
1 (March 1959): 6–33. 
 
_____. “Conversations with Ansel Adams.” Interviews by Ruth Teiser and Catherine Harroun 
1972, 1974, 1975. Regional Oral History Office, The Bancroft Library, University of 
California, Berkeley, 1978. 
 
Adams, Ansel and Mary Street Alinder. Ansel Adams: An Autobiography. Boston: Little, Brown, 
1985. 
 
Adams, Ansel, Mary Street Alinder, and Andrea Gray Stillman. Ansel Adams: Letters and 
Images, 1916–1984. Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1988. 
 





Bryan, William S., ed. Our Islands and Their People as Seen with Camera and Pencil, vol. 2. 
New York: Thompson, 1899. 
 
Deschin, Jacob. “Picture Books,” New York Times, October 22, 1950.  
 
Jackson, Joseph Henry. “Bookman’s Notebook: More on Travel,” Los Angeles Times, June 25, 
1950. 
 
Lederer, William J. “Ansel Adams Reveals Hawaii Feelings.” Pts. 1 and 2. Honolulu Beacon 6, 




Adams, Ansel. Born Free and Equal: An Exhibition of Ansel Adams Photographs: Fresno 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, History, And Science. Washington, D.C.: Echolight Corp., 
1984. With introduction by Emily Medvec. 
 
Abel, Elizabeth. “Skin, Flesh, and the Affective Wrinkles of Civil Rights Photography.” In 
Feeling Photography, edited by Elspeth H. Brown and Thy Phu, 93–127. Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2014. 
 
Ahmed, Sara. The Promise of Happiness. Durham: Duke University Press, 2010. 
 
Alinder, Mary Street. Ansel Adams: A Biography. Henry Hold and Company: New York, 1996. 
 
Alinder, Jasmine. Moving Images: Photography and the Japanese American Incarceration. 
Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2009. 
 
_____. “Back to America: Photography and Japanese Americans from Incarceration to 
Resettlement.” In Photography and Migration, edited by Tanya Sheehan. London: 
Routledge, 2018. 
 
Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism. 1983. Revised Edition, London: Verso, 1991. 
 
Azoulay, Ariella. The Civil Contract of Photography. New York: Zone Books, 2008. 
 
Banner, Stuart. Possessing the Pacific: Land, Settlers, and Indigenous People from Australia to 
Alaska. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007. 
 
Basson, Lauren L. White Enough to Be American. Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina 
Press, 2008. 
 
Bell, Roger J. Last Among Equals: Hawaiian Statehood and American Politics. Honolulu: 




Beltrán, Cristina. The Trouble with Unity: Latino Politics and the Creation of Identity. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2010. 
 
Berger, Martin A. “Whiteness and the Landscape Photography of Carleton Watkins.” Oxford Art 
Journal 26, no. 1 (2003): 3–23. 
 
_____. Sight Unseen: Whiteness and American Visual Culture. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2005. 
 
_____. Seeing Through Race: A Reinterpretation of Civil Rights Photography. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2011. 
 
Berger, Maurice. For All the World to See: Visual Culture and the Struggle for Civil Rights. New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2010. 
 
Bright, Deborah. "Of Mother Nature and Marlboro Men: An Inquiry into the Cultural Meanings 
of Landscape Photography." In The Contest of Meaning: Critical Histories of 
Photography, edited by Richard Bolton. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989. 
 
_____. “Victory Gardens: The Public Landscape of Postwar America.” Views (Spring 1990). 
Accessed via deborahbright.net. 
 
_____. “The Machine in the Garden Revisited: American Environmentalism and Photographic 
Aesthetics.” Art Journal 51, no. 2 (Summer 1992): 60–71. 
 
Brown, DeSoto. “Beautiful, Romantic Hawaii: How the Fantasy Image Came to Be.” The 
Journal of Decorative and Propaganda Arts 20 (1994): 252–271. 
 
Bryan-Wilson, Julia. “Invisible Products.” Art Journal 71, no. 2 (2012): 62–85. 
 
Butler, Sara A. “Reimagining the Movement: Beyond the Art of Negro Advancement at the 
Interior Building, 1937–1948.” American Art 28, no. 2 (Summer 2014): 70–87. 
 
Campany, David. Walker Evans: The Magazine Work. Göttingen, Germany: Steidl, 2014. 
 
Castro, I. J. A History of Hawaii National Park. United States Department of the Interior, 
National Parks Service, June 1941. 
 
Chang, Gordon H., Mark Dean Johnson, Paul J. Karlstrom, eds. Asian American Art: A History, 
1850–1970. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008. 
 
Chiang, Connie Y. “Winning the War at Manzanar: Environmental Patriotism and the Japanese 
American Incarceration.” In Rendering Nature: Animals, Bodies, Places, Politics, edited 
by Marguerite S. Shaffer and Phoebe S.K. Young, 237–262. Philadelphia: University of 




Cockcroft, Eva. “Abstract Expressionism, Weapon of the Cold War.” ArtForum 12, no. 10 (June 
1974): 39–41. 
 
Coulthard, Glen Sean. Red Skin, White Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition. 
Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2014. 
 
Creef, Elena Tajima. Imaging Japanese America: The Visual Construction of Citizenship, 
Nation, and the Body. New York: New York University Press, 2004. 
 
Cronon, William. “The Trouble with Wilderness: Or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature.” In 
Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, edited by William Cronon, 
69–90. New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1995. 
 
Daniels, Roger. Prisoners Without Trial: Japanese Americans In World War II. New York: Hill 
and Wang, 2000, 1993.  
 
Day, Ikyo. “Tseng Kwon Chi and the Eugenic Landscape.” American Quarterly 65, no. 1 (March 
2013): 91–118. 
 
_____. “Being and Nothingness: Indigeneity, Antiblackness, and Settler Colonial Critique.” 
Critical Ethnic Studies 1, no. 2 (Fall 2015): 102–121. 
 
Desmond, Jane. Staging Tourism: Bodies on Display from Waikiki to Sea World. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1999. 
 
_____. “Picturing Hawai’i: The ‘Ideal’ Native and the Origins of Tourism, 1880–1915.” 
Positions: East Asia Cultures Critique 7, no. 2 (1999): 459–501. 
 
DeLuca, Kevin and Anne Demo. “Imaging Nature and Erasing Class and Race: Carleton 
Watkins, John Muir, and the Construction of Wilderness.” Environmental History 6, no. 
4 (October 2001): 541–560. 
 
DiBari, Michael. Advancing the Civil Rights Movement: Race and Geography of Life Magazine's 
Visual Representation, 1954–1965. Lanham: Lexington Books, 2017. 
 
Doss, Erika, ed. Looking at LIFE Magazine. Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 
2001. 
 
_____. “Between Modernity and ‘the Real Thing’: Maynard Dixon’s Mural for the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs.” American Art 18, no. 3 (Fall 2004): 8–24. 
 
Dowie, Mark. Conservation Refugees: The Hundred-Year Conflict Between Global Conservation 
and Native Peoples. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2009. 
 
Du Bois, W.E.B. The Education of Black People: Ten Critiques 1906–1960, edited by Herbert 




_____. “The Talented Tenth Memorial Address.” In The Future of the Race, edited by Henry 
Louis Gates, Jr. and Cornel West. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1996 (1948). 
 
_____. The Souls of Black Folk. Norton Critical Edition, edited by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and 
Terri Hume Oliver. New York: Norton, 1999 (1903). 
 
Dudziak, Mary L. Cold War Civil Rights: Race and the Image of American Democracy. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000. 
 
Dunaway, Finis. “Beyond Wilderness: Robert Adams, New Topographics, and the Aesthetics of 
Ecological Citizenship.” In Reframing the New Topographics, edited by Greg Foster-Rice 
and John Rohrbach, 14–43. Chicago, IL: Center for American Places at Columbia 
College Chicago. 
 
Egan, Shannon. “‘Yet in a Primitive Condition’: Edward S. Curtis’s North American Indian.” 
American Art 20, no. 3 (Fall 2006): 58–83. 
 
Fanon, Frantz. Black Skin, White Masks. Boston, MA: Grove Press, 2008 (1952). 
 
Flamiano, Dolores. “Japanese American Internment in Popular Magazines: Race, Citizenship, 
and Gender in World War II Photojournalism.” Journalism History 36, no. 1 (Spring 
2010): 23–35. 
 
Fleetwood, Nicole. Troubling Vision: Performance, Visuality, and Blackness. Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2011. 
 
Goeman, Mishuana. Mark My Words: Native Women Mapping Our Nations. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2013. 
 
_____. “Disrupting the Settler-Colonial Grammar of Place: The Visual Memoir of Hulleah 
Tsinhnahjinnie.” In Theorizing Native Studies, edited by Audra Simpson and Andrea 
Smith, 235–265. Durham: Duke University Press, 2014. 
 
Gordon, Linda and Gary Y. Okihiro. Impounded: Dorothea Lange and the Censored Images of 
Japanese American Internment. New York: W.W. Norton, 2006. 
 
Grover, Janice Zita. “The Winner Names the Age: Historicism and Ansel Adams’s Manzanar 
Photographs.” Afterimage 16 (April 1989): 14–18. 
 
Grusin, Richard. Culture, Technology, and the Creation of America’s National Parks. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004. 
 
Hage, Ghassan. White Nation: Fantasies of White Supremacy in a Multicultural Society. New 




Hammond, Anne. Ansel Adams: Divine Performance. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002.  
 
_____. “Ansel Adams and Hawaiian Landscape.” History of Photography 26, no. 1 (Spring 
2002): 42–6. 
 
_____. Ansel Adams at Manzanar. Honolulu: Honolulu Academy of the Arts, 2006. 
 
Heefner, Gretchen. “‘A Symbol of the New Frontier’: Hawaiian Statehood, Anti-Colonialism, 
and Winning the Cold War,” Pacific Historical Review 74, no. 4 (November 2005): 545–
574. 
 
Hudson, Suzanne. “Naked Pictures: Ansel Adams and Esalen,” West of Center: Art and the 
Counterculture Experiment in America, 1965-1975, edited by Elissa Auther and Adam 
Lerner. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012. 
 
Hutchinson, Elizabeth. “They Might Be Giants: Galen Clark, Carleton Watkins, and the Big 
Tree.” In A Keener Perception: Ecocritical Studies in American Art History, edited by 
Alan C. Braddock and Christoph Irmscher, 110–128. Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama 
Press, 2009. 
 
Imada, Adria L. Aloha America: Hula Circuits through the U.S. Empire. Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2012. 
 
Jacobson, Matthew Frye. Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy 
of Race. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998. 
 
Jackson, Frances. National Parks in Hawaii: 50 years, 1916–1966; A Short History of Hawaii 
Volcanoes National Park, Haleakala National Park. Honolulu: Hawaii Natural History 
Association, 1966. 
 
Jackson, Walter A. Gunnar Myrdal and America’s Conscience: Social Engineering and Racial 
Liberalism, 1938–1987. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990. 
 
Johnston, Patricia. “Advertising Paradise: Hawai’i in Art, Anthropology, and Commercial 
Photography.” In Colonialist Photography: Imag(in)ing Race and Place, edited by 
Eleanor M. Hight et al., 188–191. London and New York: Routledge, 2002. 
 
Jung, Moon-Kie. Reworking Race: The Making of Hawaii’s Interracial Labor Movement. New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2006.  
 
Kame'eleihiwa, Lilikala. Native Land and Foreign Desires: Ko Hawai'i Aina a me Na Koi 
Pu'umake a ka Po'e Haole. Honolulu: Bishop Museum Press, 1992. 
 
Kauanui, J. Kēhaulani. Hawaiian Blood: Colonialism and the Politics of Sovereignty and 




_____. “Colonialism in Equality: Hawaiian Sovereignty and the Question of U.S. Civil Rights.” 
South Atlantic Quarterly 107, no. 4 (Fall 2008): 635–650. 
 
Kelsey, Robin. “Sierra Club Photography and the Exclusive Property of Vision.” RCC 
Perspectives no.1, Eco-Images: Historical Views and Political Strategies (2016): 19–21 
 
Kim, Claire Jean. “The Racial Triangulation of Asian Americans.” Politics & Society 27, no. 1 
(1999): 105–138. 
 
Klein, Christina. Cold War Orientalism: Asia in the Middlebrow Imagination, 1945–1961. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003. 
 
Klein, Mason and Catherine Evans, eds. Radical Camera: New York’s Photo League, 1936–
1951. New York: The Jewish Museum, 2012. 
 
Kozol, Wendy. “Relocating Citizenship in Photographs of Japanese Americans during World 
War II.” In Haunting Violations: Feminist Criticism and the Crisis of the “Real,” edited 
by Wend S. Hesford and Wendy Kozol. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2001. 
 
_____. “The Kind of People Who Make Good Americans:” Nationalism and Life’s Family 
Ideal.” In Looking for America: The Visual Production of Nation and People, edited by 
Ardis Cameron. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2005.  
 
Kymlicka, William. Multicultural Citizenship: A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights. Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1995. 
 
Ladino, Jennifer K. Reclaiming Nostalgia: Longing for Nature in American Literature. 
Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2012. 
 
Lamm, Kimberly. “Between the Open and Hidden: Clothing, Segregation, and the Feminine 
Counter-Archive in the Photographs of Gordon Parks.” Critical Arts 29, no. 1 (2015): 
134–149. 
Lynch, Annette and Mitchell D. Strauss, eds. Ethnic Dress in the United States: A Cultural 
Encyclopedia. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2015. 
Macfarlane, Ellen. “Group f.64, Rocks, and the Limits of the Political Photograph.” American 
Art 30, no. 3 (Forthcoming, Fall 2016). 
 
May, Elaine Tyler. Homeward Bound: American families in the Cold War Era. New York: Basic 
Books, 1988. 
Mbembe, Achille. “The Power of the Archive and its Limits.” In Reconfiguring the Archive, 
edited by Carolyn Hamilton, Vern Harris, Jane Taylor, et al., 19–26. Dordrecht: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, 2002. 
 
McClintock, Anne. “Family Feuds: Gender, Nationalism and the Family,” Feminist Review 44, 




McLerran, Jennifer. A New Deal for Native Art: Indian Arts and Federal Policy, 1933–1943. 
Tucson, AZ: University of Arizona Press, 2009. 
 
Merchant, Carolyn. “Shades of Darkness: Race and Environmental History.” Environmental 
History 8, no. 3 (July 2003): 380–394. 
 
Miller, Angela. “The Fate of Wilderness in American Landscape Art: The Dilemmas of 
‘Nature’s Nation.’” In A Keener Perception: Ecocritical Studies in American Art History, 
edited by Alan C. Braddock and Christoph Irmscher, 85–109. Tuscaloosa: University of 
Alabama Press, 2009. 
 
Miller, Sarah M. “Inventing ‘Documentary’ in American Photography, 1930–1945.” PhD diss., 
The University of Chicago, 2009. 
 
Mitchel, W.J.T. “Imperial Landscape” In Landscape and Power, edited by W.J.T. Mitchell, 5–
34. Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2002. 
 
Melamed, Jodi. Represent and Destroy: Rationalizing Violence in the New Racial Capitalism. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011.  
 
_____. “Racial Capitalism,” Critical Ethnic Studies 1, no. 1 (Spring 2015): 76–85. 
 
Merry, Sally Engle. Colonizing Hawai'i: The Cultural Power of Law. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2000. 
 
Moreton-Robinson, Aileen. The White Possessive: Property, Power, and Indigenous 
Sovereignty. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015. 
 
Murray, Alice Yang. Historical Memories of the Japanese American Internment and the Struggle 
for Redress. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008. 
 
Myer, Dillon S. Uprooted Americans: The Japanese Americans and the War Relocation 
Authority During World War II. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1971. 
 
Myers, Ella. “Beyond the Wages of Whiteness: Du Bois on the Irrationality of Antiblack 




Myrdal, Gunnar. An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern Democracy. New 
York: 1944. 
 
O’Brien, Jean M. Firsting and Lasting: Writing Indians Out of Existence in New England. 




Oda, Meredith A. “Remaking the ‘Gateway to the Pacific’: Urban, Economic, and Racial 
Redevelopment in San Francisco, 1945–1970.” PhD diss., University of Chicago, 2010. 
 
Ohnuma, Keiko. “‘Aloha Spirit’ and the Cultural Politics of Sentiment as National Belonging.” 
The Contemporary Pacific 20, no. 2 (2008): 365–94. 
 
Okihiro, Gary Y. Cane Fires: The Anti-Japanese Movement in Hawaii, 1865–1945. 
Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1991. 
 
_____. Margins and Mainstreams: Asians in American History and Culture. Seattle: University 
of Washington Press, 1994. 
 
_____. Island World: A History of Hawai’i and the United States. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2008. 
 
_____. Pineapple Culture: A History of The Tropical and Temperate Zones. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2010. 
 
Omi, Michael, and Howard Winant. Racial Formation in the United States. New York: 
Routledge, Taylor Francis Group, 2015 (1986). 
 
Osorio, Jonathan Kay Kamakawiwio’ole and Craig Howes, eds. The Value of Hawai’i: Knowing 
the Past, Shaping the Future. Honolulu: Published for the Biographical Research Center 
by the University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2010. 
 
Ott, John. “Reform in Redface: The Taos Society of Artists Plays Indian.” American Art 23, no. 
2 (Summer 2009): 80–107. 
 
Papanikolas, Theresa. Georgia O’Keeffe and Ansel Adams: The Hawai’i Pictures. Honolulu: 
Honolulu Museum of Art, 2013. 
 
Pascoe, Peggy. What Comes Naturally: Miscegenation Law and the Making of Race in America. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009. 
 
Paulin, Diana Rebekkah. Imperfect Unions: Staging Miscegenation in U.S. Drama and Fiction. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012. 
 
Peeler, David P. “The Art of Disengagement: Edward Weston and Ansel Adams.” Journal of 
American Studies 27, no. 3 (December 1993): 309–334. 
 
Phu, Thy. “The Spaces of Human Confinement: Manzanar Photography and Landscape 
Ideology,” Journal of Asian American Studies 11, no. 3 (October 2008): 337–371. 
 
_____. Picturing Model Citizens: Civility in Asian American Visual Culture. 




Rabaka, Reiland. "W.E.B. Du Bois's Evolving Africana Philosophy of Education." Journal of 
Black Studies 33, no. 4 (2003): 399–449.  
 
Raiford, Leigh. Imprisoned in a Luminous Glare: Photography and the African American 
Freedom Struggle. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011. 
 
Rosaldo, Renato. Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis. Boston: Beacon Press, 
1989. 
 
_____. “Cultural Citizenship, Inequality, and Multiculturalism.” In Latino Cultural Citizenship: 
Claiming Identity, Space, and Rights, edited by William V. Flores and Rina Benmayor, 
27–38. Boston: Beacon, 1997. 
 
Rohrer, Judy. “Disrupting the ‘melting pot’: Racial Discourse in Hawai’i and the Naturalization 
of Haole.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 31, no. 6 (2008): 1110–1125. 
 
Roth, Andrew, ed. The Book of 101 Books: Seminal Photographic Books of the Twentieth 
Century. New York: PPP Editions in association with Roth Horowitz, 2001. 
 
Sailor, Rachel McLean. Meaningful Places: Landscape Photographers in the Nineteenth-
Century American West. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2014. 
 
Sandeen, Eric J. Picturing an Exhibition: The Family of Man and 1950s America. Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1995. 
 
Saranillio, Dean Itsuji. Unsustainable Empire: Alternative Histories of Hawai’i Statehood. 
Durham: Duke University Press, 2018. 
 
Santiago-Valles, Kelvin. “‘Still Longing for de Old Plantation’: The Visual Parodies and Racial 
National Imaginary of US Overseas Expansionism, 1898–1903.” American Studies 
International 37, no. 3 (October 1999): 18–43. 
 
Sekula, Allan. “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning.” Artforum 13, (1975): 36–45 
 
Senf, Rebecca A. “Ansel Adams’s ‘Practical Modernism’: The Development of a Commercial 
Photographer, 1916–1936.” PhD diss., Boston University, 2001. 
 
Sexton, Jared. Amalgamation Schemes: Antiblackness and the Critique of Multiracialism. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2008. 
 
Shah, Nayan. Contagious Divides: Epidemics and Race in San Francisco’s Chinatown. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001. 
 
Sheehan, Tanya. “Looking Pleasant, Feeling White: The Social Politics of the Photographic 
Smile.” In Feeling Photography, edited by Elspeth H. Brown and Thy Phu, 127–157. 




Shinozuka, Jeannie N. “Deadly Perils: Japanese Beetles and the Pestilential Immigrant, 1920s–
1930s.” American Quarterly 65, no. 4 (December 2013): 831–852. 
 
Silva, Noenoe K. Aloha Betrayed: Native Hawaiian Resistance to American Colonialism. 
Durham: Duke University Press, 2004. 
 
Smith, Andrea. “Indigeneity, Settler Colonialism, White Supremacy,” Global Dialogue 12, no. 2 
(2010): 1–13. 
 
Smith, Rogers M. Civic Ideals: Conflicting Visions of Citizenship in U.S. History. New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1997. 
 
Smith, Shawn M. American Archives: Gender, Race, and Class in Visual Culture. Princeton, 
N.J: Princeton University Press, 1999. 
 
_____. Photography on the Color Line: W.E.B. Du Bois, Race, and Visual Culture. Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2004. 
 
Solnit, Rebecca. Savage Dreams: A Journey into the Hidden Wars of the American West. San 
Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1994. 
 
Solomon-Godeau, Abigail. Dorothea Lange: Politics of Seeing, edited by Alona Pardo with Jilke 
Golbach, 27–36. Munich, Germany: Prestle Publishing, 2018.  
 
Spaulding, Jonathan. Ansel Adams and the American landscape: A Biography. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1995.  
 
_____. “Yosemite and Ansel Adams: Art, Commerce, and Western Tourism.” Pacific Historical 
Review 65, no. 4 (November 1996): 615–639. 
Spurlock, Cindy. “America’s Best Idea: Environmental Public Memory and the Rhetoric of 
Conservation Civics.” In Observation Points: The Visual Poetics of National Parks, 
edited by Thomas Patin, 247–266. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012. 
Stern, Alexandra. Eugenic Nation: Faults and Frontiers of Better Breeding in Modern America. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005. 
 
Thompson, Lanny. Imperial Archipelago: Representation and Rule in the Insular Territories 
under U.S. dominion after 1898. Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2010. 
 
Trask, Haunani-Kay. From a Native Daughter: Colonialism and Sovereignty in Hawai’i. 
Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1999. 
 
–––––. “Settler of Color and ‘Immigrant’ Hegemony: ‘Locals’ in Hawai’i.” In Asian-American 
Settler Colonialism: From Local Governance to the Habits of Everyday Life in Hawai’i, 
edited by Candace Fujikane and Jonathan Y. Okamura, 45–65. Honolulu: University of 




Wald, Priscilla. “Communicable Americanism: Contagion, Geographic Fictions, and the 
Sociological Legacy of Robert E. Park.” American Literary History 14, no. 4 “Contagion 
and Culture” (Winter 2002): 653–685. 
 
Whitehead, John S. “The Anti-Statehood Movement and the Legacy of Alice Kamokila 
Campbell.” Hawaiian Journal of History 27 (1993): 43–63 
 
_____. "Western Progressives, Old South Planters, or Colonial Oppressors: The Enigma of 
Hawai'i's 'Big Five,' 1898–1940," The Western Historical Quarterly 30, no. 3 (Autumn 
1999): 295–326. 
 
_____. Completing the Union: Alaska, Hawai’i, and the Battle for Statehood. Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press: 2004. 
 
Whiting, Cécile. “The Sublime and the Banal in Postwar Photography of the American West.” 
American Art 27, no. 2 (Summer 2013): 44–67. 
 
Willis, Roxanne. Alaska's Place in the West: From The Last Frontier to The Last Great 
Wilderness. Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 2010. 
 
Winant, Howard. The World is a Ghetto: Race and Democracy Since World War II. New York: 
Basic Books, 2001.  
 
Wood, Houston. Displacing Natives: The Rhetorical Production of Hawai’i. Lanham, MD: 
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1999.   
 
Wolfe, Patrick. The Settler Complex: Recuperating Binarism in Colonial Studies. Los Angeles: 
UCLA American Indian Studies Center, 2016. 
 
Wright, Peter and John Armor. The Mural Project: Photography by Ansel Adams. Santa Barbara: 
Reverie Press, 1989. 
 
Wu, Ellen D. The Color of Success: Asian Americans and the Origins of the Model Minority. 
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2014.  
 
Yellow Bird, Michael. "Cowboys and Indians: Toys of Genocide, Icons of American 
Colonialism." Wicazo Sa Review 19, no. 2 (2004): 33–48. 
 
Yu, Henry. Migration, Contact, and Exoticism in Modern America. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2001. 
 
 
 
